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Prologue

 

 

Will Stark watched the villagers seal the lid of Elizabeth Lowell’s coffin.

She had been the daughter of Genevieve and Arthur Lowell. Genevieve wasn’t here to watch as the simple pine box holding her only child was lowered into the grave. Genevieve wasn’t able to cry until there were no more tears to cry, nor was she able to curse her every breath as one stolen from the young woman buried that day. Genevieve had found her eternal rest three years earlier, and she now waited in silence as Elizabeth became her eternal companion.

Arthur, though, had to live through this event, not shielded from every parent’s worst nightmare, the nightmare of burying your own child. For Arthur, the experience was far more profound, for deep down, he knew that his only child was dead before her twentieth birthday because of his own greed and selfishness.

At least, he should have known that.

Arthur had been part of a group of slaves who had escaped into the wilds of medieval northern England, revolting against a return to a life of servitude. The group had been forced to serve as human test subjects for a baron desirous of getting his slaves to live longer and work harder by freeing them of the diseases and ill health that lessened his return on his investment in human capital. If the experiments worked, they’d be healthy; if the experiments failed – as they had with earlier groups – then the slaves would die. The experiments with Arthur’s group had succeeded, but had the curious side-effect of giving that group of slaves a thirst for freedom that could not be quenched. Arthur and the others had escaped, built up modest wealth, and had constructed a thriving village. There, they’d conducted experiments of their own choosing, seeking a far greater payoff than mere good health. The experiments were all conducted by a single “volunteer,” a young girl “hired” each day to test out every possible “magical” substance reputed to provide a payoff of mythical proportions. Though she worked against her will and received none of the money paid for her services, the young girl – Elizabeth – was expected to freely share any breakthroughs with those who enslaved her.

In the end, though, the experiments had led only to the early and violent death of that girl. Two women had protested her treatment – Genevieve, and the woman who had come to be a second mother to Elizabeth – and those protests had led to those women preceding Elizabeth in death. For Arthur, these three deaths were a small price to pay to gain the knowledge and power he sought above all else.

Several of the men of the village pounded nails into the wood, sealing the box for eternity, just after Will caught a final glimpse of Elizabeth. Her hair was a flaming-red color like that of Will’s daughter, Angel, but in death it lacked the same vibrancy. Elizabeth’s hair now looked like the dying embers remaining from a once-great fire, the dirty hair matted against her head with blood and sweat. The bruises still marred her face, never having had the chance to heal before her bodily functions ceased. Her blue eyes, a window into the sadness of her life, were hidden behind eyelids sealed shut from the beating she’d endured. Her neighbors, aroused to a fearful passion aided by Elizabeth’s own father, had exacted their final toll. After a decade of physical trauma and emotional neglect, Arthur had disowned his own daughter in her time of greatest need and peril, delivering Elizabeth to her early grave rather than standing up for the daughter he’d long ceased to show any fondness. Instead, the former slave had discarded his own child when she no longer served him any purpose.

Will bent to the ground and grasped one of the three long, wooden poles used to lift and carry the coffin. At a count of three, he joined the two women and three men in standing up, lifting the pine box off the ground for transport to the grave site. They walked in silence, pausing as Will momentarily lost his balance. There were no tears shed during this solemn time, for outside of one of the men carrying the coffin, they all bore a share of the guilt for the young woman’s demise, a fatality that seemed predestined. No priest presided over the ceremony, for none of them wanted to be reminded of the terrible guilt they all shared. 

The earth had already been removed from Elizabeth’s final resting place. The dirt sat in a large pile atop Genevieve’s grave, preventing anyone from stepping there. The pallbearers placed the pine box atop the open grave, where the wooden poles allowed the coffin to remain above ground. Will and two other men unrolled three coils of sturdy rope, which were fed under the coffin. The pallbearers lifted the box a few inches off the ground using the ropes, and one of the villagers removed the three poles from beneath the coffin. Inch by inch, the six lowered the box down into the grave, until it reached the bottom with a finality fitting for the end of a young life. They dropped the lengths of rope into the hole and stepped back.

Arthur Lowell stepped forward. As the father of the deceased, it was his duty to speak. “We have suffered a great loss. Elizabeth was a young woman of beauty, possessing a generosity of spirit rare among any I’ve ever met. She has uniquely contributed to the success of this community, and we mourn that she will be unable to continue to share in that success. In her memory, we must continue to move forward along the path she cleared, to see the sights she made available for all of us. In many ways, she epitomizes what we are striving to be, ever seeking to push the boundaries of human development. We will not let her death be in vain.” There were murmurs of agreement and appreciation of his words. 

Will looked around at the small assembly, incredulous. “That was a beautiful speech, Arthur. Why, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think her death was of her own choosing. Let me offer my eulogy. Today, this young woman is laid to rest as a human sacrifice on the altar of greed and laziness and cowardice. She is mourned by those gathered here, not because they truly sorrow at her loss, but because they do not know where the next sacrificial victim will be found. They cry not because she is gone, but because they fear they’ll be the next chosen to join her, the next innocent bludgeoned to death by so-called neighbors. None of you have any right to be standing on this ground; you all bear the guilt of her demise, regardless of the number of blows you delivered.”

Most of the eyes in the gathering fell to the ground, their silence speaking volumes to the guilt they bore and the truth of his words. Arthur’s eyes blazed in anger. “How dare you!” he hissed. “How dare you belittle her in such a fashion! My daughter worked harder than anyone here to unlock the secrets we know wait just beyond our grasp, teasing us with their potential, and you tarnish her memory before the dirt is in her grave?”

Will marched straight to Arthur, until he could lean down and stare directly into the shorter man’s terrified eyes. “Get out of here now, Arthur.” Will turned around, his gaze taking in all of those assembled. “All of you. Leave this place. You gave this woman no peace during her life. You failed to give her a childhood full of fun and play and laughter. You never gave her the love all children so desperately need. You feign interest in her now, as if you expect that to atone for the crimes you’ve committed against her. Her life is over; it’s too late to seek forgiveness now. Leave, so that her final burial is performed by hands that didn’t drive her into that grave.”

Will turned back to Arthur and again stared down the shorter man, who finally withered under his gaze. Arthur turned and left the clearing, followed by the rest of the villagers, leaving Will alone with the coffin and the empty grave. Silence followed their departure, suggesting that he was alone, but Will knew that Arthur had not gone all the way back to the village with the others.

After a few moments of quiet contemplation kneeling by the coffin, Will stood and seized a shovel. He began pushing the dirt back into the open grave, covering the coffin and filling the hole. He worked without stopping, ignoring the sweat beading on his forehead and dampening his clothes. Once the grave was filled with dirt, Will located a small piece of rope on the ground nearby, and used it to fashion a small cross from two tree branches. He pushed the marker into the ground, and knelt down. He allowed the tears to flow, weeping over the tortuous life the young woman had lived. He wept at the love she’d so desperately sought from her father, love that the man had never reciprocated. He wept at her horror at the realization that that same man had permitted and encouraged her final end.

Will rose to his feet and marched into the trees, where Arthur stood, watching the entire scene.

“You loved her, didn’t you?” It wasn’t a question that Arthur directed at Will. It was an accusation, one designed to twist the emotional knife just a bit deeper, and perhaps locate a weak point for future exploitation.

Will fixed Arthur with a steady gaze, his eyes bright with malice toward the shorter man. “I will love her until the end of my days.”

And then he punched Arthur square in the face, turned, and headed away from the village, ignoring Arthur’s cries of pain.

He needed to get as far from this spot as possible. Only then could he determine if the woman lying in the box was still alive, or if he’d accidentally killed his future wife.

I

Village

 

 

The morning sun rested low in the sky, casting its early summer rays over an empty field in the wilds of northern England. In the distance, off to the west and north, loomed a large forest, boasting magnificent old trees that had survived for centuries. Two rivers merged into one north of the main body of the forest, the smaller branches of water surrounding the ancient old trees in a loving embrace.

There was only a single human in sight, a tall man with jet-black hair carrying nothing but the bag of coins in his pocket. He walked awkwardly, his feet protesting the unusual shoes he was forced to wear, as he made his way through the fields between the two rivers and toward the forest. Two months earlier, as he’d lived those months, he’d experienced a similar issue with footwear. He’d tried to sprint the length of a long, winding driveway toward his home in business shoes not designed for such use. Those tortuous footsteps marked the beginning of a dramatic transformation in his life, a transformation that now saw him walking in an open field thousands of miles from the land he called home, a thousand years before he’d even been born.

Though he knew what he was supposed to do in these strange lands and stranger times, he had little idea of how it would be accomplished.

Two months earlier, Will Stark had been an incredibly successful businessman and philanthropist, living his dream life with the woman he loved and their young son. He’d arrived at the entry to their gated community – a community built to provide them security against those who meant them harm – to find the guards slaughtered and a killer on the loose inside the fortress-like walls. He’d run to try to save his family, for his car was blocked from entry by the very security he’d designed. He’d been too late. His house had exploded into a massive fireball, ending the lives of his wife and son, who were still inside. Will had been attacked and beaten as he’d tried to get inside the house in a futile effort to save them.

Two men and a woman had rescued him and healed him using incredibly advanced medical devices based on nanotechnology. Will was introduced to the Aliomenti, a group which had mastered the development and use of Energy, an inner force capable of incredible actions like telepathy, empathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance, and for the most advanced practitioners, teleportation. The Aliomenti prescribed harsh penalties for sharing the knowledge of developing this Energy and associated abilities with the outside world, and a small faction had broken away in protest, choosing to pursue the goal of advancing all of humanity from the shadows rather than suppressing them. The core Aliomenti leadership formed a trio of Hunters who would track down deserters. An Assassin would kill any “humans” suspected of having knowledge of the Aliomenti or their technological advancements. They’d believed Will the most prominent of the deserters, and the explosion, fire, and attack were triggered by the Assassin and Hunters for that reason. They’d realized Will wasn’t who – or more accurately, what – they’d expected as they’d prepared to incarcerate him.

Will had been rescued by members of the breakaway faction, the Alliance, and they’d healed his wounds and taught him the secrets of Energy. They’d also introduced their secret technology, based on self-directed, problem-solving nanomachines that could collaborate in sufficient numbers to perform nearly any activity, all without detection by the Hunters. Will, seeing in those skills and machines the chance to avenge his family or, failing that, to prevent others from suffering the same fate, had progressed in rapid fashion, until he’d drawn the attention of the Hunters and Assassin again. In the process of meeting the Hunters and their Leader, Will had learned he’d been living nearly two centuries into his future since the time of his rescue, among people who had learned to live, effectively, forever. Those who’d saved him admitted that he’d been brought forward to the future in a time machine.

When the trio offered him the chance to use the time machine to go back and save his wife and son, Will had literally leaped at the chance. He’d been made aware of several challenges in such a trip, the most notable being the fact that nobody named Will Stark existed on the planet after the fire. He’d either succeeded, or died trying, and in this case dying might mean he’d had to end his own life to protect the integrity of history. Even then, he’d accepted his duty. As the time machine started its journey, he’d learned that one of the men helping him – and aggravating him – was his own grown son, Josh, and that the woman was the grown daughter he’d never known he’d had.

Now he found himself in the distant past, knowing only that a young Hope was in some unspecified danger and that Will, with his advanced Energy skills and nanomachines, was to protect her. The letter he’d received indicated only that she was sixteen years old. Will had also inferred, based upon his history lessons, that he was arriving at a time when the original Aliomenti hadn’t yet figured out how to live forever or unleash their Energy.

His abilities and technology, therefore, would give him tremendous advantages. Yet based on his beliefs and the promises he’d made to his children, no matter the deception, he wouldn’t use those advantages to impose his own will. That meant he’d rely on the skills he’d built in his business dealings to read the emotions and body language of others, rather than using Empathy and Telepathy to remove the risk of misreading. He’d use those advanced Energy skills and the nanos for protecting himself and others he found in danger – especially Hope – but he’d not actively try to hurt or coerce others. He also decided not to arm himself with a sword, or bow, or whatever form of weapon was common in this era. He could protect himself from any foe or weapon, and suspected that choosing to be unarmed would make him seem a lesser threat.

Then again, considering that he’d been thoroughly manipulated by his children into accepting this mission, he might not be much of a threat regardless of the advantages he held. They’d maneuvered every concern he had back to saving Hope and Josh from the fire, or guilt over having failed to prevent their deaths, until he’d finally snapped. When they’d offered him the chance to save the two of them, his affirmative response was assured. They’d done their duty, and it allowed them to send Will back in time to the year 1018 A.D. Now they expected him to do his duty, and make sure that Elizabeth – her name in this era – survived.

Right now, he hated his future self for his good fortune in meeting Hope. And he’d like the chance to ground his children and take away their allowances for lying to their father and not allowing him to make his own decision, fully informed, about his centuries-long journey. He vowed he’d never mislead others in the way he’d been misled. And though he’d been deceived as to the nature of his mission, the objective was one he’d attack with fervor. Hope, regardless of her age or name, was someone he’d always be willing to protect, regardless of the inconvenience or pain it might bring to him.

His only guidance on this journey of a thousand years came in the form of a piece of highly advanced technology, a computer that looked and felt like a blank piece of paper. He pulled it out and looked at it again. In reality, it looked the type of paper he’d expect to see in a scroll, which would be useful if he happened to be caught reading the screen. He checked it, and found nothing useful; in fact, the original letter he’d read when he found the time machine gone had vanished. He remembered reading that his wife was now about sixteen years old, and that she’d soon lose her mother if she hadn’t already. His fist clenched. Elizabeth had been used by her own father. He remembered that. So it was his job to take care of her. She lived in the earliest group of the Aliomenti, and that meant he’d need to join up. He had no idea how to accomplish such a feat, though if they’d developed modest Energy levels he could pretend to be quite intuitive in the Energy’s usage and help advance their skills. He suspected, however, that a group that would cause harm to a young girl wouldn’t be trustworthy. Therefore, he’d show nothing of his Energy skills until he needed to do so, until he was sure he could trust them.

He stopped walking. He wasn’t a compulsive student of history, but he did know that people had grown taller, on average, over time. At six feet tall, Will would likely be by far the tallest man around in most eras, tall enough to cause fear and unnecessary curiosity. He also remembered that one of the Hunters mentioned that he was taller than they remembered. Both of those bits of information meant that Will needed to shrink before he met up with any of the Aliomenti.

Modern medicine might be able to use surgical procedures to reduce the size of his bones. Will had no access to modern hospitals; if he still had the time machine, he could go back to the future and undergo the surgery, after first berating his children and their friend Adam. That wasn’t an option, and he had to work with the skills and technology he had. That meant his Energy and nanos, the microscopic intelligent machines that could combine to form nearly any shape or perform any task he could imagine, had to be the answer.

Will suspected that if he was about three inches shorter, he’d still be relatively tall, but not dramatically so. With nothing to base it on, he pushed his Energy around so that it surrounded his body and infused every cell, and pictured himself shrinking until the top of his head was about the previous level of his eyes. Much to his surprise, he could feel the effects of shrinking begin only a few moments later, a sensation that his body was being compacted. His muscles became larger and more defined; he realized that he was losing height without losing mass.

When he felt the shrinking effect stop, he glanced at one of the trees nearby. It was difficult to be certain, but the lowest branches of the closest tree did seem to be farther from the top of his head than they’d been just moments earlier. Satisfied that he’d succeeded in his height-altering goal, Will began moving again.

After walking deeper into the forest, Will spotted a high fence, more like the walls circling a town, ahead of him. It was a strange sight; he’d never considered that someone might build walls or a fence inside a forest, but conceded that it might be wise. In fact, for a group like the first Aliomenti, it was likely a necessity, for if they were found they could legally be required to resume their roles as serfs. It was unlikely they’d go quietly, however, and the walls suggested that they intended to fight anyone seeking to return them to their beginnings.

As he searched for an opening in the fence, he reviewed the back story he’d invented for himself. Thankfully, it mirrored his actual story. Thieves, incorrectly believing that he’d stolen from them, set upon his wife and son and killed them, burning the family home down in the process. Left with no family, no home, and no possessions save for his money pouch and the clothes he wore, he left his town, walking aimlessly, and electing to do so until he saw a new town. He’d move into that community, if possible, and begin his life in new surroundings. He chose a random direction, started walking and found himself here. He’d been a merchant and had enjoyed modest financial success, so he did have some money to pay for food and lodging.

Will wasn’t able to find a gap in the walls, and the only entry into the community, a gate, was locked. Since he’d neither seen nor heard any sign of inhabitants of the village, he climbed the wall and jumped down inside. Once inside, he walked around, observing the layout and looking for someone from whom he might request lodging. He suspected that this was where his future wife lived, for the obvious efforts at secrecy and defense fit with the few clues he had about her past, and with the earliest days of the Aliomenti.

The buildings were constructed of rough, hand-hewn beams and featured thatched roofs that sloped down in one direction. The bulk of the buildings on the perimeter were small, as evidenced by the closely-spaced doors and tiny windows; Will was reminded of the college dorm rooms in his day. These small rooms shared common walls. A second double of rooms was built at the far end of the village, creating a small “street” within the village. Small wooden signs were fastened to each room’s door with a single name scrawled using what looked like paint.

The center of the village was dominated by a series of shops which looked to provide the tools needed to create a wide variety of crafts. He saw large stone hearths, which he suspected could be used for baking or even smelting metal for shaping into weapons or tools. On the opposite side of the center section were buildings that looked like they were used to store finished products. Two of the buildings looked like grain silos.

Nearest to the gate was what amounted to a courtyard, an open area save for a large stone well with a winch used for fetching water. There were several paddocks he walked by, to his left as he looked back at the gate, where he saw pigs, cows, goats, and chickens. A large stable occupied one corner nearest the gate, and Will suspected he’d find horses inside the structure.

Will turned to his right, where he spotted the two largest buildings inside the fortress he’d entered. One was of similar construction to the other small buildings that Will had speculated were single-person dwellings, but was over twice the size of the others. Written on the nameplate were the words “Arthur Lowell and Family.” Will frowned, realizing that none of the other nameplates mentioned families, or provided family names.

The other structure was the largest building he had seen, and he inspected it more closely as he completed his circuit through the community. It was unique in that it had no person’s name scratched on the identifying plate, but rather a phrase. “ALIO INCREMENTUM SCHOLA.” He choked back a startled gasp as he translated the Latin phrase: personal growth school. For Will, it was obvious that the small, hand-painted sign was the eventual source of the name of the group he’d come to hate. Alio incrementum would one day compress to form Aliomenti. He wondered idly when, and how, the name would come to be adopted.

In addition to the unique name, the “school” was also the only building in the entire community which possessed a lock, a large and visible one requiring a key to open. Clearly, access to this building was to be limited to only those with access to the key or keys that fit the lock. He wondered why a school would need to be locked up, but then realized that schools in his own day were heavily secured. Some things never changed.

Will heard voices in the distance. As the voices grew louder and more distinct, Will realized that it was a large crowd, perhaps forty people or more in total. Since he did not wish to surprise the villagers, Will moved to stand near the well, where he’d be clearly visible to anyone entering the community through the gate. Hiding, only to be found later, would make it seem as though he had negative intentions for his visit, and he wanted to avoid that making that impression.

The gate opened, and the men and women of the community entered. And it was truly men and women; everyone was at least in their twenties or thirties, with no children in sight. The people were clearly in high spirits, and despite the early morning chill in the air, every one of them was soaking wet in their clothing. Though it was early summer, it was cool here in the northern climate.

A man near the front of the group spotted Will by the well, and he held up his hand. The crowd stopped and fell silent, making Will quite aware that he was outnumbered by dozens of strangers who had the only exit blocked. He could escape, of course, but it would raise too many questions. Will knew that it was best for him to stay where he was, and adapt to the changing circumstances.

“Hello,” he said. “My name is Will Stark. I have traveled without pause these past many days and nights. My feet need a rest and my stomach needs a hearty meal. I was wondering if I might trouble you for a spot to sleep and food to eat. I have money to pay you for the trouble.”

As Will spoke, the man in the front who had halted the procession into the neighborhood move toward him, eyes narrowed. He had wavy blond hair, rather longer than Will suspected was standard, and moved in a predatory fashion. Behind him, the other members of the community moved to a sufficient degree to enable everyone to enter the village inside the walls, and then the gate closed noisily behind them. Will was now trapped, or so they thought.

The blond man moved toward Will, drawing a short sword stowed in a sheath attached to the loose belt around his waist, and pointed it toward Will. “How did you find this community? How did you enter? Speak, sir, and truly, or your life will be forfeit.”

Will froze as he recognized the voice. The speaker was the man he knew as The Leader, who would, in the distant future, order the executions of Will, his wife, Hope, and their son, Josh. Thankfully, the orders hadn’t been successfully carried out. Will had to exercise iron control of himself to avoid blasting the man with Energy. He’d promised not to hurt anyone before he’d left, and had reaffirmed that decision once he’d arrived. Though the promise had been made without full knowledge of his mission, he intended to abide by it. The crowd probably thought the deep breaths were to calm his fears at being outnumbered and facing the point of a sword, rather than to prevent him from destroying the man in front of him. It was an assumption he was glad to let them have, much as he’d let them suspect he had no Energy skills.

Will smiled, risking transmitting a small bit of trusting empathic Energy toward the man and those behind him. “Peace, sir. I mean you no harm. I have been traveling many days outdoors, and wished for some shade. I spotted the forest and entered, and as I did I saw the wall. I called out, hoping someone would answer, but none did. For a community of this size I was surprised that none responded, and so I scaled the wall and entered, fearing I might find the residents in some form of distress. But I found no one here. A few moments later, I heard you returning from wherever you had gone.”

The man considered this, then lowered and sheathed his sword. “My apologies, sir. You strike me as an honest man. We value our privacy, as evidenced by our secluded location, and as such visitors are a surprise and considered a potential threat until we can determine otherwise.”

Will raised his hands. “I assure you, I bear you no malice. I am unarmed, and thus could not harm you without first obtaining a weapon. I am no threat to any of the people here.”

“I believe you, and I did notice the lack of a weapon,” the man replied. He held out his hand. “Arthur Lowell.”

Will accepted it, shaking firmly. “Will Stark.”

“Welcome to the community, Will. We go by first names only around here, so I advise you to introduce yourself only as Will in order to fit it.” He smiled. “You now know my surname, but I trust that I shall never hear it uttered by your lips. We will provide you with water and you may tell us your story. We are a private community, but if the right man comes along we are always willing to add another to our number.” He looked around. “Elizabeth! Where are you?”

Will heard a strange sound, a sound like a flute, producing a beautiful tone. He remembered that he could “hear” Energy, and that different people produced different sounds. Will watched as a girl of about sixteen, with vibrant red hair matted against her face from the moisture, emerged from the crowd and turned to face Arthur Lowell. Her appearance aligned with an increasing volume of the flute-like sound, a sound Will realized only he could hear. “I’m here, Father,” she said, her voice trembling, and she shifted her eyes to the ground after risking a glance in Will’s direction.

Will managed to keep from gaping. The girl was, indeed, Hope, though she was younger than when he’d met her and had red hair rather than platinum blonde. The eyes didn’t lie. He’d known his grown son just from seeing the man’s eyes, and was able to do the same with the woman who would become his wife.

Correction: with the girl who would become his wife. She was not the woman he would marry, not yet.

“Fetch Will a mug of water and some bread,” Arthur snapped. “Be quick about it, girl!” 

“Yes, Father,” Elizabeth replied, her voice lacking any emotion. She hurried off.

“Come, Will,” Arthur said, clasping Will’s shoulder. “We shall retire to my home to discuss your history and determine if there is mutual interest in your joining us. Are you married? Any children?”

Will shook his head. “My wife and son are very recently deceased. Murdered. I am looking for a new start to my life, away from anything that would remind me of my loss.” Will thought that comment ironic, given that his wife was on her way to get him something to drink

Arthur nodded, his face filled with sympathy. “I understand. I am recently widowed myself.”

“My sympathies.” Will said, wondering if that death might have been accelerated by the man called Arthur Lowell.

The crowds passed them, heading toward the buildings at the far end of the community. A young woman with platinum blond hair paused as she was walking by. “Is Elizabeth coming by later, Arthur?” There was a chill in her voice, and Will sensed powerful animosity toward Arthur.

“Yes, Eva. I’ll get Will situated and then bring her by.”

“Thanks, Arthur.” She headed toward the collection of small dwellings on the opposite end of the community.

Arthur glanced over his shoulder. “Coming, Will?”

Will glanced at the woman called Eva and found himself wondering what the verbal exchange was about. He walked with Arthur Lowell and entered the largest of the dwellings, the building nearest the ALIO INCREMENTUM SCHOLA.

As he watched Arthur walk in front of him, Will was bombarded with memories of the man, memories of the few moments they’d spent in each other’s presence in the distant future. In each of those circumstances, Arthur, as The Leader of the Aliomenti, had authorized his Hunters to kill Will. Arthur had also authorized the Hunters to kill Hope because of Will’s supposed transgressions. He’d most likely approved the murder of Josh as well. What kind of man would authorize the killing of innocents? What kind of man would authorize the murder of his own daughter? His anger began to simmer, and Will felt his Energy levels rising, striving to escape his body and end the life of the evil man walking in front of him.

II

Oath

 

 

Will managed to calm himself as he entered Arthur’s home. He’d promised his children and Adam that he wouldn’t blast someone to death in the past, no matter how much he might think they deserved such a punishment. Though the terms of his travel had changed, he wasn’t going to break his word. No matter how much a man like Arthur might deserve to die, killing him now would mean murdering a defenseless man in cold blood, and the alteration of history might mean other key events in his life would never happen. Would his children still exist? Would future Hope still meet future Will? Would future Will still exist? In an effort to calm himself, Will looked around the house to adjust himself to eleventh century living.

Though larger than the single-person dwelling rooms populating the community, the Lowell home was too small to allow for any room partitioning. Will, accustomed to separate rooms for sleeping, food preparation, dining, washing, and study, found the lack of walls almost disturbing.

To his right, Will saw a single bed against the back wall, and closer to him, he saw a single, sturdy wooden table large enough to seat four people. Three rough-hewn wooden stools surrounded the table; Will assumed those were for Arthur, his wife, and Elizabeth. He wondered where Elizabeth’s mother was, then remembered Arthur had said his wife had recently died. Will noted the lack of a fireplace in the house, or anything that might be used to prepare meals. He wondered how the family secured and prepared the food they ate. He would learn in time.

To his left, Will saw two beds, and Will wondered why there were three beds in the home if the couple shared one and Elizabeth used the other. He was struck with an odd thought: did Elizabeth have a sibling, living here now, that he’d never known existed? Had that sibling survived into the distant future as well?

Large chests rested at the foot of each bed, which Will assumed held changes of clothing or any valuables the Lowells might own. An additional chest rested against the rear wall. Two windows framed the single door into the residence, and two more could be found on the rear wall; the windows were simply openings cut into the wall and covered with pieces of cloth which could be tied back. Several candles were placed throughout the house, with the bulk of the collection sitting on the table near the door.

Arthur motioned to the table. “Please, Will, have a seat.” As Will pulled out a stool and sat down, Arthur glared back at the door. “Where is that girl? It should not take so long to fetch bread from the stores and water from the well. She’ll see the belt for sure over this.” He turned to face Will. “My apologies, sir. You must think me a poor host. One should not wait long for hospitality.”

Will shook his head. “Not at all, sir. Given that you were ready to run me through with your sword a few moments ago, I’m certainly not complaining about anything happening now.” He smiled.

Arthur sighed. “A woman should learn her place at an early age. Elizabeth, I fear, has not had good role models in that regard. I should not have to tell her to fetch you refreshment. I hope you don’t judge us too harshly for that.” He looked up, a pleading look on his face.

“No,” Will said, dryly. “I won’t judge you too harshly for that.”

The door burst open, and Elizabeth stood in the entryway. She held a pitcher in one hand, presumably filled with water, and a mug in the other, with a loaf of warm bread tucked under her arm. Will, who had not seen his wife in two months, had to fight not to stare at her. She was clearly younger, and the flaming red hair was a stark contrast to the platinum blond he’d been accustomed to since they’d met, but there was no doubt that this girl would grow up to become the woman he’d marry.

What caught his attention more than her appearance and youth, however, was the noticeable trickle of Energy coming from her, bringing with it a notable flute-like sound of incredible purity. It had been his understanding that the Aliomenti were still working out the formula to unleash their Energy abilities. Elizabeth, however, already possessed them. Arthur most assuredly did not. Will wondered why that might be the case. Will stifled his look of surprise at his revelation, and a glance in her direction revealed that she’d made a similar determination about him.

Elizabeth’s face, which had only briefly lifted up from the ground to spy on the stranger with the Energy, returned to its standard position, with her eyes aimed squarely at the dirt. “Here, Father,” she said. Her voice was quiet and timid, a far cry from the strong woman he’d known and loved in the future. Of course, Will had the ability to sense her true emotions, and those emotions were powerful. She hated Arthur, but did not, despite her timid behavior, fear him. Rather, she was putting on an act, feigning timidity to hide her strength, waiting to reveal her strength at the appropriate time. Though Will refused to reach inside her mind, the intensity of her thoughts and emotions was such that he could not avoid them, even if he’d tried.

She wanted her father to love her. No more, no less. And it didn’t appear that she believed she’d see her dream come true any time soon.

“Girl, where have you been?” Arthur snapped. “Have you been playing with that hideous hair of yours again? Stop wasting your time; no man will ever love you and those devil-spawned locks of yours. Serve our guest his meal, and then leave us.”

Will, startled at Arthur’s angry outburst, glared at the man. “Sir, this girl is your daughter, and she’ll certainly never hope to earn a man’s love if she believes herself unworthy of it. She is a lovely young lady and I’m certain one day she’ll make a fine wife.” As he said the words, Will realized he was expressing a sentiment based on twenty-first century sensibilities, a sentiment likely to get him in trouble here. He was also contradicting a man not accustomed to being challenged.

He sensed Elizabeth’s genuine thanks, though she kept her head down as she approached him. She placed the bread on the table, set the cup down next to the loaf, and poured water from the pitcher. “At your service, sir,” she said, in the same timid voice she’d used earlier.

Arthur was still staring at Will, dumbstruck at the comment directed his way. He seemed prepared to hurl Will bodily out of his home due to his guest’s rudeness, but reconsidered, looking at the tall man with the black hair with a deeper discernment. Will detected no type of Energy scans, but was left with a sense that Arthur was a man who could read — and therefore manipulate — people in his own manner.

“Perhaps you have a point,” Arthur conceded. “Elizabeth, you may leave us.”

As the girl turned to leave, Will spoke up. “I’d hoped we could share this bread together, before she leaves, sir. A full loaf of bread would be too much just for me, and as such I’d like to share it with the people who have made my meal possible.”

Elizabeth paused, waiting for Arthur to speak. Arthur looked at her, then at Will, and reconsidered before responding. “She may have a piece of bread, but she must leave,” he decided. “We have matters to discuss, matters which do not concern her.”

Will shrugged, tore a large chunk from the warm loaf of bread, and handed it to Elizabeth. “Thank you for your hospitality.” He made certain to look directly at her face.

Elizabeth nodded once, refusing to look up from the ground and meet his eyes. “I am delighted to be of service,” she murmured. She walked out of the small home and shut the door behind her.

Arthur turned to face Will, his eyes flashing. “Normally, I’d have you thrown out of this community for daring to question my authority over my own child as you have done, Will. However, it is clear that you speak for what you believe in, without regard to what it might mean for your own personal situation. That leads me to believe that you possess strong character, unlikely to bend to popular demands or personal threats, and as such you are a man able to keep secrets.” Arthur’s eyes softened. “I have a proposition for you, Will. You are a man in search of a new community. We are a community on the lookout for new men of character to participate in our mission, but our mission is one which cannot be shared outside these walls. It promises to be one full of personal growth and enrichment, beyond what you could possibly imagine. Would you be interested in living in that fashion?”

Will, trying not to chuckle at the phrase “beyond what you could possibly imagine,” considered his words, more so than his actual answer. He’d come here for just this purpose, after all, sent twelve centuries into the past to integrate into this community and protect Elizabeth from whatever threatened her. “That sounds very intriguing, Mr. Lowell.”

“Please, call me Arthur.”

“And you can call me Will.”

“You’ll want to use only given names in this village, Will. Family names weren’t used by the founding members of this village, and it is tradition that those who join give up the use of any family name they might possess. I have a family name because I married and had a child, but it is a name few utter.”

Will nodded. “I understand. Arthur.” He noted the brief flicker of pain on Arthur’s face as he instructed Will at this point.

Arthur smiled. “There is an oath of secrecy shared by those who live in this village. We may share of these secrets within these walls, but not outside. Do I have your word that you’ll not share these secrets, or our aims and goals, with anyone not invited to join our community?”

Again, Will chose his words carefully. “No one will hear about it from me.” But I can nudge them telepathically, or write about it all I want. And I will. And what if I want to invite them and you don’t, Arthur? They’ve still been invited to join my community, haven’t they?

Arthur considered Will, studying his face. This was a man who seemed innately tuned to human body language and facial expressions, a man who would likely make a sound living in the future playing cards or interrogating prisoners. Will remained serene and calm, sending gentle waves of Energy at Arthur, giving Arthur the sense that Will was one worthy of trust.

After a moment, Arthur nodded. “Very well, then. You are hereby admitted to this community, and we will see to it that you receive lodging and become part of our operation in a manner that suits you best. What was your previous profession?”

“I was a merchant, buying and selling goods.”

Arthur raised an eyebrow. “Very interesting. We have many carpenters, farmers, butchers, smiths, woodsmen, bakers, cooks, tanners, millers, cobblers, brewers, weavers, and even a locksmith living in this village. But we have only a small handful of Traders who can barter top prices for our goods in other towns, and secure low prices for the supplies we need. I believe you’ll fit in well with that group. Does that suit you?”

Will nodded. He had no idea what it meant to be a Trader in this era, but believed he could adapt well.

Arthur stood and clapped Will on the shoulder. “Wonderful! I need to take Elizabeth to Eva, and Eva is our lead Trader. Walk with me, and I’ll give you an overview of our group, and then show you to your room.” He walked out the door, and Will followed.

“You see, Will, our group believes people are capable of a great deal more than most can imagine, let alone accomplish in their short, sickly, and frankly inconsequential lives. Our goal is very simple: we seek to find the limits of human potential and growth, streamline the means of achieving it, and then use those talents to increase our personal wealth.” Arthur stopped at the small single-person dwelling next door, knocked, and continued walking. A moment later, Elizabeth stepped out, eyes facing down, not looking directly at either man, and followed.

Will, who had been walking behind Arthur, lengthened his stride and caught up with the shorter man. “If we figure out the answers to those questions, wouldn’t it be beneficial to tell everyone? How can we stand by and allow our fellow man to live in sickness and poverty if we can show them how to avoid it?”

“There is no way to measure the success of these techniques if they are available to everyone,” Arthur replied. “Many would find a way to use our knowledge for evil; the only way to prevent that from happening is to carefully screen and select those we allow into this small community, and limit the practice of what we’ve learned to those living here.”

Will shook his head. “I don’t agree with that. The best way to lift humanity as a whole is to spread this knowledge around as we learn it. The best way to ensure that no one uses the knowledge gained for evil is to make sure it’s spread so widely that no one can control that knowledge for their evil purposes.”

Arthur stopped and turned to look at Will. “You made an oath, Will. You gave your word that you’d share nothing of what you will learn outside these walls, and that means you can do none of what you just suggested.” His gaze narrowed, and his look became menacing. “Are you reneging on your oath only moments after it was made, Will?”

“I made my oath, and I am a man of my word,” Will replied. “But that doesn’t mean the community won’t agree to change its approach in the future.”

“It’s highly doubtful that will be the case,” Arthur said. “You see, in our earliest days, we were able to reduce our rate of sickness and improve our overall health. That’s helped us produce better goods to sell to other towns and cities, and achieve better prices for what we buy and sell. Our improved health means that our minds work better and more quickly than those we are dealing with. We’ve done well, and have developed modest wealth as a community. That might be enough for most, but not for me or the rest of the members of this community. No, Will, we believe we’ve only just begun to see what we’re capable of doing. And it has nothing to do with merely making a lot of money.”

“What do you mean, Arthur?” Will asked.

The man’s eyes gleamed. “Because some of our members have already seen what human beings are capable of becoming. And we aim to match and surpass such wizardry.”

III

Trader

 

 

Will blinked. “What do you mean, they’ve already seen it? What is it? What wizardry are you talking about? What have they seen?”

Arthur laughed. “Come now, Will. You’ve been a resident here for mere hours, and you’ve pledged to remain here for the rest of your life. You’ll come to understand what I mean soon enough.”

They walked down the main pathway of the village, passing several nondescript buildings as they did so. “What are those buildings?” Will asked.

“We call them the Stores,” Arthur replied. “Our craftsmen use them to store finished goods that will eventually be carried to the various towns and villages visited by our Traders. The Shops are on the other side, where they work creating their goods. We also have spots for our bakers and cooks to make food for the community. Everyone pays them a copper a day for their food; they buy some of the raw grains, nuts, berries, livestock, and woodland creatures our farmers and foragers produce to make the daily meals for our community, and we store the rest in the silos to live off during the winter months. You can buy from the craftsmen here if you need such items as blankets and clothing. Since you’re to be a Trader, you can also buy those items in other towns if you’d like. Blankets and cloaks are very important here; we’ve found it does get quite cold in the winter.”

Each of the Stores was labeled with a sign indicating the type of wares inside. Fabrics, earthenware dishes, furniture, woolen fabrics dyed multiple colors, and blade weapons of various sizes and styles filled the interiors. “The Stores are nearly full, which means that Eva will need to commence a Trading mission soon,” Arthur observed.

The Shops used to produce goods stretched out behind the Stores, and Will watched as a potter molded clay into the shape of a bowl, while another stoked a fire in a kiln. Further down the “street,” he could hear clanging sounds as smiths beat metal into swords, and hammering as carpenters assembled furniture.

“Many of our wares are larger in size. Our carpenters build wagons our horses can pull, and we load the wagons with as much as we can. We get the most out of each trip because each Trader drives a separate wagon to the remote town or city. Since we didn’t know you’d join us, you’ll need to ride along with someone else. Our Traders will typically return with supplies that consume much less space, so they’ll sell one or two of the wagons on each trip as well.”

They reached the end of the street and turned to the right. “This community is well-planned,” Will observed. “You have a wall and a gate, houses lining the wall as a second barrier, and your most valuable resources — the goods produced by the craftsmen, the grain in the silos, the well — those are all in the middle in the most secure positions. I’m impressed. Most towns aren’t built with that degree of foresight and organization.”

Arthur nodded. “Like I said, we need to protect our interests, and we built ourselves up with that in mind from the start, trying to anticipate how we might get attacked. We built our village in a forest, for example. That’s secure because, with good roads and two rivers nearby, people have no need to enter the forest. We have to keep our numbers down because too much expansion means extending the walls.” He paused in front of a house just before the current “street” ended, which bore a small slat of wood with the name Eva painted on it. “And this is Eva’s room. She’s the head Trader here, so I’ll introduce you to her.” Arthur knocked on the simple door.

A woman with platinum blond hair opened the door, revealing what looked to Will to represent the medieval English equivalent of a dorm room. One wall featured a small bed, more of a cot, and a trunk for personal possessions. The other wall featured a simple table with a wooden stool, and a stone basin, presumably used for washing. A single window framed the door. Several candles were located on the table. The floor was dirt, and he could see embers from the small fires lit there for warmth. A small opening in the ceiling provided ventilation from the smoke.

The woman herself was imposing. She was tall by the standards of the day, and she displayed none of the timidity Will saw from Elizabeth. “Good morning, Arthur. Have you brought Elizabeth?” Her gaze was cool at best. Will needed no Energy or Empathy to detect friction between the two. Given his feelings about Arthur, he suspected this woman might become a strong ally.

“I have, Eva,” Arthur replied. Will expected some type of handshake, but instead the woman dropped a small silver coin into Arthur’s hand. Arthur pocketed the coin. “Elizabeth! Inside!”

The girl scooted past Will and into the small building. She’d said nothing during the walk, though Will had detected her emotional reaction to the conversation he’d had with her father. Her contempt for the man was so strong that Will almost didn’t need Empathy skills to feel it. He sensed that she felt a strong rapport with him, though. Will puzzled over both Elizabeth’s hatred toward her father, and the transaction he’d just witnessed. He did detect a quick glance by Elizabeth in Eva’s direction, and for the briefest moment saw a flash of a smile. Eva’s steely gaze softened for a moment at the look from Elizabeth, and she patted the girl on the shoulder as the young woman stepped into the room. The look was brief, however, and quickly hardened again as she returned her full attention to Arthur.

Eva’s hazel eyes fell on Will, and she perused him with a calculating, though not unfriendly, look. “And who might you be?”

“My name is Will. I’ve recently joined the community.”

Eva’s gaze snapped back to Arthur. “Really? And who was part of this decision-making process, Arthur?” It was quite apparent that these two were rarely in agreement. He also detected a faint hint of Energy at work; certainly more than a mere neophyte, not quite so strong as Elizabeth, but certainly something. He made a mental note of it.

“He checks out, Eva. And he’s a former merchant. We need more Traders. You’ve said so yourself.”

Eva looked at Will once more. “And what type of trade did you engage in, Will?”

Will thought quickly, trying to determine which of his businesses and experiences from the future would best translate into this time. “Tools used in construction, and medicines.”

Arthur gave him an appraising look. “Medicines, do you say? Intriguing. We have few injuries or illnesses requiring treatment here, but it’s best to be prepared. We’ll need to set you up as our village doctor.”

Will, who knew only the basics of first aid, thought to protest, but then nodded. “I’ll certainly help out in such circumstances, but I merely sold them. I did not make them. I am willing to learn though.”

“Nevertheless,” Eva said, “that knowledge will be useful for our next Trading mission. We will always have need of medicines in this community, and few have any knowledge of them. None of our number has a sense of how to price medicines; it is one of the few areas we suspect we are overcharged.” She glanced at Arthur. “I’m not sure how you found this man, Arthur, but you’ve lucked into someone who appears competent.” She extended her hand to Will, and gave him a warm smile. “Welcome.”

Will took it, and the Energy the woman possessed was even more apparent. Her eye contact was steady, but it was clear as her grip loosened and then tightened, accompanied by a barely-perceptible facial twitch, that she’d detected the Energy from him as an electric shock. He had no idea what her level of understanding of Energy was at this point, but one thing was certain. The ride for his first Trading mission was going to feature some very interesting conversations.

“Thank you,” Will replied.

“Will shall reside in the open room next to you, Eva, so you’ll be able to easily teach him how we prepare for our Trading missions.” Arthur glanced to the building to his right, situated in the corner of the running wall of rooms. It was also, Will noted, as far from Arthur’s house as one could get in this village. He smiled inwardly at the symbolism. “I note with interest that our last room in now filled. Will, perhaps it is an omen that you are the final piece to the success of our community.”

Will merely inclined his head, accepting what he assessed to be a compliment, or, failing that, a positive comment.

“I have work to do to prepare for the Trading mission tomorrow, Arthur, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get to work,” Eva said. Arthur nodded, and Eva shut the door. Will was still unclear as to what Elizabeth was doing there, or why Eva had given Arthur a silver coin if the two had such an adversarial relationship.

Arthur walked the handful of steps to the room to the right of Eva’s, and opened the door, ushering Will inside. The layout was a mirror image to that of Eva’s home, with the beds and tables sharing a common wall.

“This will be your room,” Arthur said. “We will get one of our scribes to write your name upon the door…”

“I can write my own name,” Will said. He immediately realized he should have stayed silent.

Arthur arched an eyebrow. “You can write? And presumably read, as well?”

Will silently cursed himself for speaking on impulse, but it was too late to deny it now. “I can, a little bit.”

Arthur smiled. “We’re talking about trying to teach everyone how to read and write, for it’s essential to our work. You can assist in that way as well. You’ve only been here a few hours, Will, and yet you’re already proving yourself to be quite valuable.”

Will sat on the small bed and looked at Arthur. “And yet I don’t know what it is that we’re striving for here. You’d indicated that you’ve made some advances but that there’s still greater potential to reach. What does that mean, exactly? And what do you mean that some here have already seen it?”

Arthur sighed. “I feel that I’m doing all of the talking, and I’m sure that Eva will provide her rather unique views on everything. But, I shall answer your question. Tell me this, Will: do you believe in magic?”

Will blinked. “Magic? You mean, witches and cauldrons and wands? No, I don’t.”

Arthur nodded. “I don’t, or more to the point, I didn’t. And yet somehow, we’ve always had stories of people doing the miraculous, haven’t we? How do you suppose that stories of people flying or turning invisible or reading thoughts began?”

Will shrugged. “People have imagination. They see a bird fly, imagine that they can do it, and tell a story about it.”

“Yet we’ve been told all our lives that people can’t fly. Why not simply talk about someone quite skilled at something everyone can do? A person who can run more quickly than anyone else, or cut down trees at a high rate of speed, or something of that sort? Why do our stories so often focus on what we know people can’t do?”

Will considered the question, then glanced at Arthur. “I don’t know.”

“It’s because we know, deep down, that we can do those things. It’s simply buried inside us, waiting to be unlocked. We know that somewhere, out on this flat world under the great dome of the sky, that there are people who are flying or reading thoughts or other such impossible things. They are seen, and those reports travel around. That’s where we get our stories.”

Will stared at him. “So, you’re saying that there are people who actually can fly?”

“No. I’m saying that all of us could fly. Only a very few actually have unlocked that ability, however. But that will change, because that is what this group exists to do. Some of our members, our Travelers, track down these stories of people doing the impossible. They travel around until they find those actually performing these feats, and see them with their own eyes. Then, most importantly, they seek to learn how these people have managed to do it. And then we assemble that knowledge here and teach ourselves to do the same.”

Will laughed. “So you’re telling me that there are people here, in this village, who can fly?”

“No, but the Travelers have seen it with their own eyes.”

“So you have your own people return and tell you stories, and you believe it? Even though no one yet has flown, here, in this village?”

Arthur’s eyes flashed, and Will could read his anger. This was a man who did not like being challenged. “Our Traders are quite skilled at what they do, and they seem to be able to accurately sense emotion and thought, beyond what mere chance or good fortune could explain. The information collected by our Travelers indicates that these abilities are the gateway into the more impressive feats of legend.” He looked uncertain, though only for a moment. Will suspected that he wasn’t quite as convinced of what he was saying as he seemed.

Will nodded. He could do everything mentioned, of course, though he’d not had much time to practice flying and only knew the basics of the theory from his studies with Adam. But he could see that this is where it all began, and decided he needed to show interest lest he seem in any way unusual. “I see. Those skills would be incredibly useful for a Trader. You’d know when to push for a better deal or when to stop, for example. How do I learn to do these things? It would certainly help me contribute.”

Arthur clapped him on the shoulder. “You can be part of the community effort to learn from the bits of knowledge the Travelers bring to us. That’s the purpose of this community. It’s a place where we share information so that we can all grow to be the most powerful people we can become.” He nodded to Will and headed toward the open door. “You’ll want to get some rest. Eva will likely be here shortly to prepare you for your first Trading mission.” Arthur shut the door behind him and left.

Will reclined on the small bed, arms folded behind his head, eyes closed. He could sense Elizabeth’s Energy in the room next door. As sensitive as he was to Energy at this point, it was as if she was shouting at the top of her lungs. His tracking senses picked her Energy up as a clear flute-like sound, a beautiful tone that he committed to memory and to his heart. He’d be able to track her easily with such a recognizable tone.

A knock at his door startled him, and the faint waft of Energy — with a harp-like sound — told him it must be Eva. He strode to the door and opened it, confirming his suspicions. “Will, we have a Trading mission starting tomorrow morning, and must prepare ourselves throughout the day today. Come with me.” She turned and walked away, clearly expecting him to follow. Will smiled. She was a strong woman in a time where women were expected to be subservient. He imagined that caused Arthur no end of grief, and his respect for a woman he’d only just met increased as a result.

Will caught up with Eva, who began speaking without preamble. “Our carpenters ensure we have enough wagons to allow one per Trader, and that enables us to carry the maximum amount of material into each city. We obviously had no idea you’d be joining us, so you’ll ride with me this time and we’ll use that time to teach you our approaches. We rotate cities and towns randomly, because they’ve all started to figure out that we’re quite skilled at what we do. The longer we can go between visits, the better. It’s been at least a year since we’ve visited this particular destination.”

Will noticed that the village had come to life during the time he’d spent walking to Eva’s room and resting in his own. The craftspeople worked the various shops to full capacity, with much more noise emanating than during his previous pass. He watched as carpenters assembled components into wagons that could haul large amounts of material. “We’ve found that the wagons take up a large amount of space, and we don’t have the kind of space inside the walls,” Eva explained. “And we don’t want to leave them outside the walls, lest any random traveler discover them and help themselves.” She gave a pointed glance at Will at the last point, and Will smiled. “So they build the bodies and wheels and axles and seats and store them in pieces, which is much more efficient than storing the entire wagons. It’s unusual, but it’s something one of our carpenters thought of a few years back and it seems to work.”

Will nodded, impressed. They’d essentially arrived at the concept of an assembly line and interchangeable parts centuries before Ford and Whitney popularized them in the final quarter of the millennium. As each wagon finished assembly, the carpenters used horses to pull the them in front of the Stores of finished goods, where they were loaded down with ruthless efficiency, and large tarps were added to constrain the bundles and provide protection from potential storms. The horses pulled the wagons into a line near the gate, as if they were preparing floats for a parade. Will, with nothing better to do, spent the day assisting with the loading of materials into the wagons, meeting people named Aldus and Maynard, Eleanor and Matilda, Joseph and Gerald, among others.

He watched Eva throughout, both with his normal sight and his enhanced senses, noting that she was painting numbers on thin slivers of wood which were loaded into the wagons; clearly, Will wasn’t the only Trader who could write. She also conversed with the various craftmasters as their Stores were emptied into the wagons. Others approached her, appearing to rattle off lists of information, which Eva captured with her paint on similar slivers of wood while nodding. By nightfall, when Will was able to break for a meal of bread, vegetable stew, and water, he was sore and tired but felt like a greater part of the community.

The next day, he’d see if he could contribute as a Trader.
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Will woke early the next morning, stiff and sore from the previous day’s exertions. Though he was in prime health due to the exercise and nutritious eating habits he’d developed while living with the Alliance — and that hideous Purge — he still wasn’t used to intense physical labor. In the past, such exertion would have left him in pain; now, it was somewhat exhilarating.

He sensed that no one else was yet awake, and felt the need to explore the forest around the community a bit more. He knew that the gate at the front would be closed and locked, and given that the villagers had seemed ready to maim him for entering the village by climbing the walls, he decided he should leave the village without being seen. Eva, who lived in the next room, had shown a hint of Energy development; he wasn’t sure if she’d be able to detect the burst of Energy he’d create by teleporting. Nor did he know the area around them well enough to visualize a target location. He glanced at the window nearest to the the protective outer walls of the village, and smiled.

Will made more noise than he’d expected wriggling out of his room through that window, and he wondered if Eva or others nearby heard him. He used the wall of his room and the outer wall of the village to shimmy up to the roof, and then jumped onto the top of the outer wall, landing with a thud that temporarily knocked the wind from his lungs. He took several deep breaths, and then dropped to the ground outside the village. He felt an inordinate amount of pride in his accomplishment.

He wandered around, enjoying the fresh air and the sense of freedom. He’d only just now recognized how quiet it was here; he’d lived nearly all of his life in the twenty-first century, an era marked by a constant thrum of electrical devices and motorized vehicles. The Alliance camp had seemed nearly silent by comparison, for the nanos used to perform most chores and build nearly all of the buildings made no sound. The silence in this era was nearly deafening, and yet the silence provided him with a sense of tranquility he’d not felt in months. His children were alive and well, and his wife – young though she might be – was here, under his watchful and protective eye.

After spending time sharing Energy with the trees, a practice he resolved to perform daily, he decided he needed to get back to his room. He wasn’t certain that he could get back in without causing a commotion, and appearing suddenly in his room seemed a poor idea as well. Somebody might be looking for him to start the day. He compromised, teleporting himself to the top of the roof, which slanted down toward the outer wall, and hoped Eva wouldn’t notice the Energy burst. He then dropped to the short distance to the ground — the rear wall was only around five feet high — and climbed back in through the window. He’d need to figure out a way to ensure sufficient privacy to allow teleporting directly out of and into his room, one that didn’t rely upon him having to in and out of the window and then on to his roof to get in and out. Perhaps he could figure out how to use the nanos to accomplish this goal; he certainly had plenty of time to work that out.

Uncertain as to what was expected of him to start the day, Will elected to exit his room and head toward the front gate. The sun was just over the horizon, as best he could tell through the walls and thick cover of trees; he could see the drops of dew still on the leaves overhead. The five wagons, burdened with the goods produced by the residents of the community, sat in a state of readiness near the gate, as if they, too, were eager to begin their mission. Will passed the silos which held the various grains stored by the community, aiming for his target location. He slipped quietly past the Lowell house, moving to the largest building, the building with the sign reading ALIO INCREMENTUM SCHOLA.

Will’s Latin was a bit rusty, but he believed that translated to “personal growth school.” It was, in his mind, the obvious forerunner of the name Aliomenti, a contraction of the words naming a building holding something of great importance. Whatever secrets the building held would not be discovered by normal means, for a lock sealed a metal chain fastened the large double doors. Will reached inside with his Energy, but found it difficult to sense what was there. He could get in, of course, but doing so in any of the various approaches available to him would most certainly give away more about his abilities than he cared to reveal at this point. Though the community seemed sleepy, he had a hunch that his vanishing while standing in front of the Schola would be noticed.

He needed privacy before vanishing. Ah, the irony.

Will turned and began to head back to his room. The morning walk, though short, had the effect of helping to loosen his muscles. He could flood his joints with Energy to the same effect, but found that working them in this way gave him more satisfaction.

As he approached his room, he saw Eva approaching his door. “Good, you’re awake. I wasn’t sure if Arthur had explained the community’s morning ritual.”

Will shook his head.

“Our original mission, years ago, was one not chosen by our founding members. There were ten of us — five men and five women — and all of us were serfs.”

“You were slaves?” Will asked, surprised.

“Serfs, not slaves,” Eva corrected, glancing at the ground. Will’s empathic and telepathic skills, however, caught the truth; being serfs was a modified view of their history. They had, in fact, been slaves. They were property to be used up as their masters saw fit, rather than serfs who retained some distinct sense of self and had the right to buy and own property. “The baron who owned our lands watched many of his… serfs… die at an early age, and live their few days in poor health. He reasoned that if he could keep us in a less-sickly state, we could work harder. If we lived longer lives, he’d get more work out of us. It was easier to get work out of someone by extending their lives from twenty-five years to thirty, than to wait for a young child to grow strong enough to take the place of one dying so young.”

Will shivered at the cold calculation.

“So he pulled the ten of us out of servant quarters, out of mines, out of forests, out of his fields, off of the roads of his properties. He put us up in his smallest home, and charged us with figuring out why, exactly, we died so young. More critically, he wanted us to figure out how to change that, so that he could get an extra five to ten years worth of labor out of us. He left a handful of servants to handle day-to-day chores so we could focus on completing that task, rather than the daily hard labor we’d been accustomed to performing.”

Will picked up on the historical revisionism once again. The other servants were there to handle day-to-day activities, to be sure, but the serfs in the experiment were not free to do as they wished. The baron would suggest something to test, and the serfs being tested would be forced to do as he pleased. If the tests succeeded and the serfs showed improvements in their health, the baron would order those techniques administered throughout his lands.

If those techniques failed, the serfs died. And those acting as servants moved in to take their place as test subjects, and were themselves replaced by other servants. Will felt a sudden sense of horror at the human test factory, but realized he needed to go along with their revised history.

With some difficulty, he acknowledged her statement. “And I take it that you succeeded?”

Eva nodded, her face contorted in the pain of the memory. Whether it was the memory of the “research” or the memory of being a slave that drove the expression, Will did not know. “When we finished, when he’d found satisfaction with what we’d learned, he told us to report back to our old stations the next day. We didn’t. We took various supplies, coins, and horses, and fled as far away as we could. We had no interest in going back to being sla—serfs. We had tasted a small sliver of freedom, and we wouldn’t live any other way. We’ve been here since.”

“That’s why this place is hidden and has walls, isn’t it?” Will reasoned. “So that he can’t find you and take you back?”

“Initially.” Eva’s face turned cold. “He wouldn’t be able to take us anywhere now.” The threat in the tone chilled Will to the bone. There were certainly more than ten people living here, and they were heavily armed at all times, both men and women, with two exceptions. Will and Elizabeth.

“So what did you learn?” Will asked, hoping to change the subject.

“It wasn’t terribly difficult to make a large difference. We found that something as simple as washing our entire bodies daily was a good thing, for example.” She glanced at Will. “I know most of us wash in that fashion once a month or less, but trust me, you’ll be glad of the results. We walk as a community to the Halwende each morning before beginning our daily work. I’m heading to the gate now to wait for the others.”

“The Halwende?”

She gave him an odd look. “Yes. That’s the slower-moving of the two rivers surrounding this forest, the one to the east. Surely you crossed that one to get here?”

Oops. “Of course. I’ve traveled a long way, and have mixed up the names of the two rivers. I thought I remember the Halwende being the one with the more difficult waters.”

She chuckled. “No, the Ealdor is that one. I suppose if you’ve not lived nearby it might be easy to get the two rivers confused; they are rather close together, and merge together farther north. Where do you come from?”

“A town far to the west. Or at least, I think it’s to the west. I’ve been in such a deep state of mourning since losing my family that I’m not certain how far I traveled, or even which direction. But I have no expectation of returning.” They continued the slow walk toward the gate, and Will was eager to learn more about their history. “What else did you learn?” 

“While bread remains a staple of our diet, we found that by consuming fresh vegetables and meat each day, we could remain strong, even after long days of exhausting labor. We wash the vegetables after we harvest them; that seems to help as well.”

Will nodded. He wasn’t much of a history expert, but had gleaned that what he’d consider basic hygiene and food preparation practices were unknown in these times. Such simple techniques could indeed have a profound effect on the overall well-being of anyone who started to follow them, especially given the starting point for most of them in this era. It had clearly done wonderful things for the health of the original ten members of the community, as they’d recruited dozens of others and built an incredibly sophisticated hidden village squirreled away inside a forest. The labor to clear the plot of land of trees alone must have been monumental. “Those seem almost too simple to work, but perhaps what is simple is best.”

She glanced at him in a calculating way. “Indeed. We find it best to build on the knowledge of others who have already gotten to where we wish to journey, to ask questions and listen carefully to the answer of those who know.” The emotional intent behind that comment was quite clear to Will. She knew that he knew more than he was letting on, and was challenging him to talk to her.

He could speak in code as well. “Speaking of journeys, when will we be departing on ours?”

“Once we complete our morning washing and meal, we’ll gather our final supplies for the trip and leave.”

Gradually, the crowd near the gate grew, with people greeting each other and talking about plans for that day. With the Stores now empty, the crafters would be hard at work generating more goods to sell. The farmers would be out tilling soil in the open fields; they would have fewer horses to pull the plows during the Trading mission, and as such would make slower progress than usual. The carpenters would be working on building new carts for the next Trading mission, and would make sure that at that time Will would have one of his own to drive. Will realized that meant he’d have to learn how to harness and drive a horse-drawn cart, which might prove an interesting challenge for someone accustomed to driving a motor vehicle, and whose definition of horsepower was far different than that of anyone else here.

Arthur eventually emerged from his home, scanning the crowd. Will sensed he was simply making sure everyone was present. Arthur frowned, muttered something under his breath, and then raised his voice. “Elizabeth! We’re waiting for you, girl! Get out here!”

The door to the room next to Arthur’s opened, and the girl emerged. She kept her eyes aimed at the ground as she walked toward her father, though Will detected a quick shift of her eyes in his direction as she passed. He also noticed a very brief surge of Energy as she walked by; presumably, she was trying to determine what he knew about the topic by alerting him to her own ability. Will elected to remain patient, though he found himself quietly amused. After all of the issues with his lack of Shielding at the Alliance camp, and after his own decision to hide his abilities and attempt to grow and develop with the others, he’d managed to be discovered for his Energy by two people within the first day. Perhaps one day he’d become better attuned to maintaining his Shield.

After directing a withering glare at Elizabeth, Arthur unlocked and opened the gate and led the way into the surrounding forest. They headed east, along a well-worn path in the forest, and he soon heard the sound of a river. Will noted as the river came into sight that it was roughly thirty yards across, and he hoped it wasn’t especially deep. The current moved along at a leisurely pace. This was the Halwende; Will made certain he mentally recited the name several times to ensure he wouldn’t forget it if asked about it again.

Despite the chill, the residents all waded into the frigid water, fully clothed. The waters were dark, and once submerged most removed their clothing. Bars of soap appeared, possibly stored in pockets during the walk, and the residents were soon using them to wash their bodies and clothing. Will hesitated, and then waded into the water to join the others. The cold water was shocking, yet refreshing, and though Will was fully accustomed to hot water showers, he gradually found himself enjoying the experience. Aldus, a man Will had met the day before while loading carts, offered him a bar of soap to use. Will happily accepted it, and used it to scrub away the dirt on his body. He was concerned about what might be swimming in the river, but there was nothing to be done about it.

Once scrubbed clean, the residents wrung out their clothes as best they could and dressed, then trudged out of the water into the relatively cool morning air. After the brisk chill of the water, Will didn’t notice the early morning chill to the degree he normally would. Still, it was brisk, and he was shivering by the time they arrived back at the gate amidst the lively chatter of his neighbors. The villagers headed to the center of the community, and gathered around as the bakers and chefs fired up the stone hearth ovens and the smiths started up fires needed to heat metal, and soon everyone was drying out with the heat generated by the various blazes. After returning to his room to collect his money bag, Will paid a copper coin to the bakers and chefs and was soon enjoying breakfast. He’d foregone the bread offered to him and instead downed a healthy serving of the vegetable and meat stew offered to him.

Will wandered back to his room after eating, and retrieved the paper computer from the trunk. He’d been nervous about taking it with him during the trip to the river, primarily out of concern that the device might float away or be spotted by one of the villagers. He headed toward the front gate, patting his pockets one final time to make sure that he had his money bag and the paper scroll computer. After the horses were hitched to the carts, the caravan headed out through the gate on the journey. Will sat with Eva, and deferred to her when she offered to let him drive the horses. They traveled in silence for a few hours, and then stopped to let the horses drink water. The animals wearied quickly due to the heavy loads they were hauling. Will headed into the trees, ostensibly to attend to personal matters, where he took the opportunity to check the computer for messages. 

The Traders are generally trustworthy; follow your instincts. Do not fear to confide in Eva; she is the antithesis of Arthur Lowell. Practice invisibility and flying; flood your cells with Energy and imagine them invisible or weightless to achieve the desired effects.

With the brief, vague insights from the future internalized, Will climbed back into the wagon seat, where he’d ridden in relative silence the first few hours of the trip, well aware that Eva was casting glances his way. Her Energy, knowingly or not, was trying to gather information on him, but he was blocking her attempts. He wanted to focus on the new skill he’d need to master for the next Trading mission, when he’d need to be able to drive the cart with horses to the town with the rest of the caravan. He’d been running over the steps required to successfully hitch the animals to the carts. It would be an interesting experience trying to handle the task himself and look like something other than a man who’d never been near a horse in his life.

The caravan resumed its journey, with Eva and Will in the lead. Will wondered if there was some type of hierarchy revealed in the order of the carts. But that could wait. As the carts reached traveling speed and a natural distance developed between them, Will glanced at Eva. “You might as well ask what you want to ask.”

Eva looked startled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Will sighed, and dropped his Shield a bit. He could sense her shock as she felt the Energy from him, though she attempted to stay stony-faced. “Nobody will hear a thing. Ask.”

She looked at him with that penetrating stare. “Who are you?”

“Will Stark.”

She sighed. “Then what are you?”

He laughed. “I’m a man. Ask better questions, and you’ll get better answers.” He smiled.

Eva faced forward, focusing on directing the horses over the dirt road. A moment passed in silence. Finally, she glanced his way, looked back to the road, and said, “What is the sensation I’m feeling?”

He nodded. “I’ve come to call it Energy. It’s something your body produces and collects naturally. It will go wherever you concentrate, and do what you ask. You’ve done enough to clear your body of distractions so that you can sense it in yourself and others.” He glanced at her. “There are others, at least one inside the community besides you.”

Eva wouldn’t look at him. “Why did you come here?”

Will glanced her way, trying to determine the intent behind the question. He sensed fear, not so much of the Energy he possessed, but what his arrival meant. He was already far along the path they were all striving to travel. Was he here to stop them? She wanted to trust him and learn from him, but the experiences of the Travelers — whoever they were — suggested she had reason to believe he might be there to sabotage their efforts.

He elected to go with an honest answer, with a bit of embellishment. “I was sent here to protect someone very important. I have no desire to restrain the development efforts of anyone, if that’s your concern. So long as you bear no malice towards the one I wish to protect, then I am happy to help you.”

“It’s Elizabeth, isn’t it?”

She was quick. “Yes,” he answered simply.

Eva nodded. “She needs all the help she can get.”

V
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Will was stunned at Eva’s statement. “She’s in danger?”

Eva gave him an odd look. “If you were sent to protect her, surely you’re aware of that fact.” Her smile did not reach her eyes.

“I know only that she needs protection,” Will said. “I don’t know what she needs to be protected from.”

Eva sighed, and her voice was tinged with misery. “You need to know our true history, then. If you knew our history, you’d know her biggest threat isn’t people like Arthur. It’s people like me.” 

Will nearly jumped off the cart. “You’re threatening her?” Had his computer from the future gotten things so obviously wrong so early?

She shook her head. “Worse. I’ve stood by and let her be hurt, and said nothing, at a time when it might have made a significant difference in her life. Now I try to protect her as best I can, but the numbers and the odds are against me. I’m but one person, but I do what I can on her behalf. Perhaps you’re the one who can turn things in her favor.”

Will relaxed a bit. “Maybe you need to tell me how she came to be in such danger, and what form that danger takes. She seems of unusually poor health compared to others in this community. That strikes me as… odd.”

“Not odd, Will. Intentional. Or more to the point, an acceptable occurrence to those causing it with their direct behavior.”

She took a deep breath. “You’re not going to like this, and you’ll likely be angry with me. I cannot make up for my cowardice and selfishness as it relates to Elizabeth, but I know I’ve done her wrong, and I’ll give everything I have to try to make it right. Most of the Traders are of a similar mind, but that’s it. Still, it’s probably lessened her suffering, and let her know that there are a few people living here who care about her and are on her side.”

Will put a hand on her shoulder. “I understand, and I’m sure she appreciates any effort on her behalf. Please, tell me how this came to be.”

“There were ten of us at the start. Me and my brother, Arthur and Genevieve, and three other men and three other women. My brother has vanished, Genevieve is dead, and six left rather than participate in Elizabeth’s treatment. Only Arthur and I remain from the original group.

“We call ourselves former serfs because we all believed we were meant for something greater than being someone else’s property. In reality, all of us were born slaves. We worked the lands, the roads, the mines, the fields, the households… and we were all born in the same year.

“Life was brutish, short, and sickly for us. And that was common. Living for twenty-five years was a miracle, living for thirty years impossible. The baron didn’t like this, because his free labor wasn’t accomplishing much, and before we could develop any true expertise, we’d die. We were often too sick or injured to work, regardless of how many times we were beaten or whipped.

“The Baron decided that our short lives and poor health were too expensive, and so he decided to try something quite unusual. He’d pull ten of his slaves at a time out of their work environments and use them to figure out the simplest things that could be done to make us healthier and live longer. He didn’t want anything expensive; if he’d been told that giving us all gold bracelets would add five years to our lives, he’d be happy to let us die instead.”

Will winced.

The baron put them in one of his smaller homes, and told the servants there to attend to their every need. “We went from being slaves to having servants,” Eva said. “For some, the freedom we lived with, no matter how fleeting, was incredible. But others liked having servants, of having the power to run the lives of others.”

“Arthur,” Will said.

She nodded. Arthur had grown to love the power to order others around, and his own megalomania combined with such a rapid change in position made him see himself as royalty in training. Eva noted that Arthur worked very hard to try to push beyond their simple mandate. They were supposed to focus on the simple; they quickly found that eating the produce of the manor — which had been washed — and wearing clean clothes greatly reduced the frequency of illness. “Arthur wondered if, perhaps, being clean in all ways would be healthy, and that’s how we started the tradition of the morning bath in the river every day. Most of us had done little more than washing our faces or hands each day; spending time each day in those cool waters seemed to work wonders.” Arthur had them try other things as well; they found that one of the servants was literate and they had the man teach all of them to read and write and work with numbers, skills no slave ever learned. But they’d all made the decision that they had no interest in returning to their former way of life.

Two years later, they baron remembered that they’d been tasked with the job, and found that they’d made great progress. The lessons learned were basic; the baron would have scribes compose letters with his orders sent out to all of his slave masters. Arthur overheard him tell a small handful of knights to return the next day with horses to collect the slaves to return them to their previous occupations.

“But we weren’t there the next day. We moved quickly; we raided his safes for money, his silos for seeds and grains, and his barns for horses and tools. We never considered that we might possibly be stealing; it felt as if we were simply taking back what we’d earned in the past.”

They stole away in the night, without alerting any of the servants, and rode north, directly into the teeth of the bitter winter. They rarely slept until they were a week’s journey away, only then believing they might be safe from any type of tracking or hunting from the baron. They moved at a more casual rate, until they came to the place where the Ealdor and Halwende rivers forked, with the gentle Halwende taking the more easterly route, and the rapid-filled Ealdor flowing from the west. Between the rivers was a dense forest, and the weary travelers were suddenly encouraged. They could live within the seclusion of those trees without fear of discovery; the lands between the rivers would likely be quite fertile, though certainly chilly.

“We traveled into the forest beginning in the early morning, and found a small clearing where the water was bubbling up to the surface. We made camp there, and the next day, using the tools we’d borrowed, we began constructing a large building, large enough to house everyone, including the horses. A few days later, we built a second structure, and this time it was just for the people.”

Will nodded. “Those buildings were the stables and the Schola, weren’t they?”

She nodded as well. “The name on the building came early. Arthur said that we needed a vision to guide us, something that would compel us to keep working hard even when we were bone-tired and cold and aching. He spoke of a vision of this tiny set of buildings evolving into a village of like-minded people, each plying their trade in relative anonymity, quietly growing our own personal wealth. Personal growth, in Latin, can be written as alio incrementum. As our village grew and we built personal rooms for shelter, we left that large room specifically free to store any books we might come across in our travels or Trading missions, or anything else that might educate us. We wanted to continue to perfect our ability to read and write, and that’s really what we used it for initially. It was, in a sense, a school. So, it got the alio incrementum schola label, after a few of our best educated neighbors learned bits of Latin."

It was a noble beginning, it seemed, to a word that would later provide Will with so much pain, separate him from his family, and take the lives of many innocent people. He promised himself that he’d use his far advanced abilities and technology to promote the original aims of education and improvement of self, rather than the eventual aims to limit those concepts only to a chosen few.

Eva told of their first two years, challenging years. The winters were harsh, and they were often hungry, but gradually they were able to exchange the money they’d taken from the baron for supplies and tools they could use to create goods. They started weaving fabrics into clothes, and used the profits from selling over time to branch out into nearly everything else, including carpentry, the forging of swords, daggers and knives, and even brewing beer. They eventually added more people to the community, extending invitations to those as they met who seemed capable of sharing their ideas. People like Will Stark.

“During one of those Trading runs to sell goods, Arthur heard travelers from distant lands telling tales of people doing what he called magic, feats like flying and turning invisible and reading the thoughts of others with perfect accuracy. Arthur and others applauded the man for such a wonderful and compelling tale, but the man stated with deep sincerity that they’d seen such feats with their own eyes, and even told Arthur where. He came back and told all of us that we should send two or three of our number to investigate. What if, he said, we learned what enabled those people to do what those travelers had seen them do? What if we could repeat that process here, and develop those same abilities? Could we imagine that success? As it turned out, we could imagine only too well, and Arthur, Genevieve, and my brother departed. They returned six months later, and the detail we found most notable upon their return was that Arthur and Genevieve had been married abroad and she was three months pregnant.”

Will blinked. It sounded almost as if the couple had eloped. “That… must have been a shock.”

“It was more than a shock, Will. In our community, it was, for lack of a better term, illegal.”

Will tried to avoid gasping with shock, until he realized it was a perfectly natural reaction to the statement. “It was… illegal… to get married?”

“We’d agreed that until such time as our village was well-established, until there we had time for true leisure, that we’d all abstain from such relationships, for any child would be unable to provide some useful service for the rest, or make crafts we could sell for a profit. Some of the villagers performed services in the community. We have farmers who tend fields to the east; we have hunters and foragers who gather berries, nuts, roots, and small game for everyone to eat. We have a couple of cooks and bakers who make soups and bread for everyone to eat. Everyone has a means to make money and develop wealth. Everyone who could perform such a service or make such goods for sale, that is. A pregnant Genevieve could not tend her share of the fields for several months during our critical planting season; her child would be unable to help with anything for many years after that. They were, essentially, forcing the community’s internal economy and way of life into a massive disruption, and people weren’t happy.”

Was this the cause of the future rules against marriage and children? Were the lessons of the transgressions by Arthur and Genevieve the cause of his own future suffering?

Arthur, who had been a driving force in getting the community to where it was, found himself shunned and rapidly losing his modest wealth as he paid for his new wife and daughter to eat. For a man who believed himself royalty, who believed himself deserving of tribute and honor, such shunning was a humiliation he’d never forget. Or forgive.

As his redheaded daughter reached the age of six, full of natural curiosity and a good cheer that brought a smile to the face of all she encountered in that small village, Arthur began a subtle campaign. They’d brought back hundreds of different “foods” from the trip they’d taken nearly seven years earlier. Those foods were stored in the “school” for experimentation by any who desired to do so. But they’d been warned: the trials of testing everything were part of the journey; they’d only find the correct combination of “foods” after they’d tried everything. It was simply the way it worked. Nobody wanted to be among those who tried the first — and thus wrong — “foods,” for it had been noted to the Travelers that some substances might cause all manner of negative side effects, including death. For six years, they had, instead, focused on a relentless pursuit of their crafts and on wealth-building Trading runs, and saw the wealth of the village grow.

Arthur, as only he could, used his masterful persuasive skills to spread the idea that one noble soul among them could step forward and work through all of those “foods” in pursuit of the one that would unlock those magical abilities, protecting everyone else from danger. Those who were not this Volunteer would continue to produce the food and goods that enabled the community to thrive. Why risk multiple people becoming ill or dying at once and have less food to eat or fewer goods to sell? The village would greatly benefit from a single person making that research their only job, one which should pay them well enough to eat, even if they’d find themselves ill in the pursuit of those incredible secrets.

And once that secret was unlocked… wouldn’t it be advantageous to be the first to know? To be the first to develop those skills? It would be worth it to pay to be the one there in the Schola, watching the research unfold, waiting to see if the Volunteer would discover the secret that day. They could take turns paying the Volunteer for their work in exchange for exclusive access to the Volunteer during that day’s research. They should pay the Volunteer enough to ensure that they could continue to eat if they needed a week or two to recover. A silver coin per “food” tested, one “food” per day, would seem reasonable.

“We grew excited at the prospect. The idea that someone else would bear that risk was a great deal for all of us, for a silver coin was becoming a small price to pay for something we wanted. Nobody wanted to volunteer, though, and our tension increased. Arthur’s skills are incredible at manipulating people into the decision he wants, and we were all desperate for that volunteer to step forward.” She swallowed. “And then, she did.”

“Elizabeth,” Will breathed. “How could a child…?”

“Volunteer?” Eva snorted. “She didn’t volunteer, Will. Arthur said she had, said that she wanted her father to collect the silver coins on her behalf to pay him back for so many years of his selfless sacrifice while she grew old enough and strong enough to contribute to the community. So exuberant were we about this arrangement that we failed to realize that we were essentially selling a young girl into slavery one day a week for all eternity, or more often if her loving father determined she could handle a greater frequency. And of course, she could. Basically, we were treating her as the baron had treated us, doing to her what we rebelled against.”

“Nobody protested this?” Will said, aghast.

“Some did,” Eva said, her tone bitter. “Genevieve did. Six of the original ten did. My brother was gone on a Trading mission at the time, but he was furious about it when he returned. The rest of us? We said nothing and paid our pieces of silver so that we could imagine being the first to develop these fictitious magical powers. The protesters were outnumbered by a significant margin, and rather than fight or participate in this scheme, they left. My brother was devastated. He fought and argued, but he was ignored. I never rose to defend what he said. My brother and another man left on another Traveling mission to trace down a rumor that had been reported of people like what we all wanted to become. My brother left because he hoped that he could return with the answers, and spare Elizabeth what was to come. Neither of them has returned, though, and it’s been a decade since they left.”

She choked, and Will was surprised to see the strong woman fighting, without success, to hold back tears. “I was a coward, Will, blinded by my own greed. My brother scolded me, but I wouldn’t listen. I know it now; I should have taken a stand, perhaps talked those who left into staying, or protested this scam more fervor. I do what I can now. I pay my silver coin but let Elizabeth sleep through the day and recover. Genevieve moved into the room next door to the house she and Elizabeth once shared with Arthur, and Elizabeth went with her. Genevieve began to go to every session at ‘school’ with Elizabeth, and subjected herself to the same treatment. I’ve talked many of the Traders into doing the same thing I do, Will, but most people have no interest in stopping the system they believe will give them magical abilities. It’s a system that does nothing to hurt them, though it humiliates that girl and enriches her father. I’ve failed her, Will, and that’s why she needs all the help she can get. She needs help because the people who should be protecting her are either directly causing her pain, or too cowardly and weak to speak up on her behalf.”

She took a deep breath. “Or, in the case of Genevieve, dead at the hands of a mob spurred into action by her husband.” Tears filled her eyes. “Please, help her. She’d like the daughter I never had the chance to have, and I would give anything and everything I have to get her out of this. Arthur won’t let her leave, ever, outside of the baths, and his minions include the most powerful warriors in our village, especially Maynard. Please, Will. Please, help me to save her.”

Will nodded agreement and put a comforting hand on her arm. He would help save Elizabeth. It was why their children had sent him here.
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They traveled in silence for several moments.

The emotions triggered in Eva by these memories were overwhelming Will. Clearly this woman had suffered tremendous anguish as a byproduct of her part in this shameful history. “That’s what the silver coin was for, wasn’t it?” Will asked, his voice quiet, as if it could have been heard by any of the drivers riding in the trailing carts. “You were paying for her time yesterday.”

Eva nodded. “Yes. The dream Arthur spread in all of us… it was more intoxicating than the ale we brew back home. After most of the original ten left, it took several years before a small handful of people gradually started to realize that what we were doing was wrong. We wanted to leave too. By then, though, we’d realized that we couldn’t abandon her. In a sense, those who left were cowards too, weren’t they? They feared fighting the majority, even though they were right. I know that in my case I realized that I was wrong to side with Arthur at the beginning, but I wouldn’t make my mistake worse by running away from it. I owe it to her to do what I can to make her life more bearable, until such time that we can truly free her from this condition.”

Her voice dropped into a whisper. “It sounds bad, Will, but it’s worse than you think. Some people here enjoy watching her suffer. They’re monsters and I’m surprised that I haven’t killed any of them. Maybe one day, I’ll finally lose control and do just that. Some people think that the more she suffers, the closer we are to a breakthrough. Her suffering isn’t what makes them happy, it’s what they think her suffering means. Most people here, though, are simply glad that it’s happening to someone else, and not them. They fear that if they say something now, it will be them being marched into that building, and forced at sword-point to consume whatever is chosen by their tormentor.”

“That’s awful!” Will said, unable to restrain himself. “How could any of you not recognize what you were doing to that little girl?”

“She screamed so loudly,” Eva muttered, as if she’d not heard him, and was merely reliving the memories alone. “She’d scream when she saw what had been picked, and when she was told how much she’d need to take. If she refused, she was hit. For those who didn’t hit her on the occasion of a refusal… well, Arthur isn’t the forgiving type, especially with little girls who are impacting his clientele. He and Genevieve got into huge fights, public fights, about Elizabeth’s treatment. As I mentioned, she moved into the room next door and Elizabeth went with her. They wanted no part of Arthur anymore. He didn’t stop, however; he still makes sure people are well aware that hitting Elizabeth is both acceptable and encouraged.”

Will shook his head. “How can you have allowed it to continue?”

Eva glanced at him, glaring. “He’s a manipulator, Will. He could convince you that you are in the sweltering heat when your feet are covered in snow. He convinced nearly everyone, somehow, that the physical assault on Elizabeth would strengthen her to be able to do more research. In other words, by hitting her, they were helping her, and by extension, help everyone reach their ultimate goals. In reality, everyone in this place is evil, greedy, a coward, or some combination of the above.”

“Which of those describe you?” Perhaps he was being harsh, but it was impossible for him to react with total compassion when hearing descriptions of how horrid her life was. He now knew why his children and Adam had made him promise not to use his new abilities to kill anyone before he’d left. At the moment, it took every bit of self-control he had not to teleport back to the village and kill every single one of them for what they’d done or allowed to be done to Elizabeth. And he wasn’t sure yet that he wouldn’t renounce his vow and start ending lives.

Eva didn’t answer his question, but after a time, she broke the silence. “He refers to her now, not as a Volunteer, but as the Servant, a title of honor. He’ll reference a passage in the Bible where Jesus tells his followers that whoever wants to be the greatest must be the one who serves. She will be the greatest because she serves all of us, he says. Therefore, everything that happens to her is presented as her being the most honored of all of us, the strongest, the greatest. We all go along with it, though the Traders and a few others manipulate the system Arthur has. If you look closely when we return to the village, you’ll notice a small number of people dressed simpler than others. Dull colors, no ornamentation or jewelry, no upgraded furniture in our rooms. Others use their wealth to enhance their physical well-being. We use ours to pay Arthur’s daily fee, and Elizabeth comes into our room. We do not make her work; if we work, she joins because she wants to. If we go to the Schola to do research, we ask her to pick out what will work. She knows, Will. She knows what works. And we all do whatever she does. If she thinks a certain new herb will enhance our ability to sense emotions in others, then we all take it. She’s rarely wrong, but most of the time she doesn’t choose to anything, just sits quietly and watches us. And at the end of the day, before Arthur arrives to collect her and walk her back to her room… we pay her. She’s spent time working for us, and she should be paid. She has a nice bit of savings accumulating, but she says nothing and spends nothing for fear of reprisals from her father.”

Will shook his head. “I need to free her, to get her away from here. Perhaps that’s what I’m here to do. I need to free her, to get her away from Arthur’s cruelty and scheming. I could easily do it, but it would draw attention I’d rather not have, not until I think things through and figure out how to leave everyone else unharmed and none the wiser. And I’m not yet sure where to take her once she’s free.”

Eva nodded, and Will could see the sadness in her eyes. “We’re all trapped by something, Will. I’m trapped by the realization that I’m outnumbered today. I could say something, but I truly believe that Arthur would see me dead if I threaten his power structure, and his power structure today is the ability to barter his daughter. It’s how he makes consistent income far beyond what is needed to eat and live. If I’m no longer here, that’s one less person to keep her safe for some portion of the week, and that’s why I don’t leave the village in protest. So I wait, and work to convince others to join our cause to use our time to gradually free her and lessen her burden. I think I’m close to gaining another friend of Elizabeth. There is a woman named Eleanor, one of the Traders on this journey, who seems open to our thinking, but I must go slowly with her. I cannot have her expose what we’re doing to Arthur.”

“Sound thinking, Eva.” Will wanted to be angry with her, but knew she was in a predicament. As a woman in this era, she’d have a difficult time surviving on her own. It wasn’t because she wasn’t capable; in the day he’d know her, he’d come to realize that she could handle anything life threw her way. Rather, she’d be shunned from what she needed to do if she was on her own. He realized that the true reason there were several men along was that it gave her credibility with the merchants they’d deal with in each city; they wouldn’t deal fairly with a woman. If a man were there, however, they’d assume she was with him — a wife or sister — and that he was simply letting her handle the negotiations for him. If she left the village, she’d have no such buffer. Thus, she needed the village as much as it needed her. Speaking up would have ruinous results for Eva and those she willingly served in her Trader role. As such, he suspected that her ongoing residence in the small village might have a practical motive as well as a humanitarian one.

“You spoke of freeing Elizabeth from our walls earlier,” Eva remarked. “Know this: Arthur will not let her go. If she leaves, his source of power leaves with her. He’s commandeered enough money and favors through his sacrifice of her that he’d survive for a time, but his long-term fortunes are tied to her. It’s why he’s quietly circulated the notion that none of us can marry; it’s not an accident that each of us lives in such a tiny room. It’s Arthur’s way of ensuring that nobody else has a child who can compete with his daughter. No, if she were to try to escape, he’d send the entire community after her to force her back, and the sad thing is he probably wouldn’t need to say a thing for it to happen; too many people see her as their salvation in a sense. The only way she’ll leave, as he’s often said, is in a box made of pine. She wants to be a Trader, and he refuses. She could too easily get ‘lost’ in one of the remote villages and towns we visit.”

She’s a slave, Will thought. There was no other way to describe it. She was essentially bought and sold daily. She had no free will to go where she chose to go, or do what she wanted to do. Other than the secret payments from Eva and those like her, Elizabeth received no money of her own for her work. One slave to serve a community of over fifty people, only a handful of whom showed her any kindness.

But there was one bit of justice in the situation. “She has Energy. Few others have any.”

Eva nodded, her countenance brightening. “She knows what works and doesn’t, and I think she uses that… Energy to look as horrible as she possibly can, though I’m not sure why. She’s strong enough now that she can fight off any type of ailment she should get from what doesn’t work. It’s become a game to her. She’ll never point to that one thing or things that work. I know that she’s intentionally suggested that foods with… interesting side effects do work, however, and watches in silent laughter as the message spreads through the community.” Eva laughed, and Will smiled. “When people complain after they get sick, she’ll say it must mean they need to combine it with something else to work, but she’s not sure what that might be. Naturally, nobody actually pursues that elusive combination. She’s up to something; I wish she’d tell me what it is so that I can help. And I wonder if she is, perhaps, strong enough to leave and chooses not to do so.”

“Why wouldn’t she leave if she’s able?”

Eva shook her head, avoiding anything more emotive than that as she navigated a particularly challenging bit of road. “I don’t know, Will, and I’ve not earned the right to push the issue with her. I’m hopeful that she knows she can trust me, at least now, and will one day include me in her thinking.”

He thought of the look he’d seen on Elizabeth’s face as she’d entered Eva’s room, and nodded. “She does know it, Eva, and I believe she’s kept you out of it for your protection. Your care and concern have resonated with her.”

Her face brightened. “I don’t deserve it, but I’m glad that you think so. It gives me hope that I’m doing the right thing, even though it feels like so little. I hope she trusts me enough to let me help her more, though.”

“She’s obviously trusted you enough to give you some pieces of the formula. You have some modest Energy as well.”

He saw a brief flicker of fear cross her face before she snorted. “Not like her. And most certainly not like you. Exactly how much can you do?”

Will considered. “Enough. Enough that I believe I can get her out of the village, once the time is right and I figure out the best way to do so. For me, the time was right when I showed up. If you’re correct, though, she’s not ready to leave yet, and I don’t know that I’d force her to leave against her will. Like you, I need to find out why she might not want to leave, and understand what’s holding her back. Hopefully, she’ll reach the point of being ready to leave before Arthur manages to put her in that box, intentionally or otherwise. And… I’m not sure that she’s ready, now that I think about it.”

“She’s been ready for years.”

Will shook his head. “Even if she was willing to leave, is she truly ready? That I can’t say. She would need to be prepared to deal with the world on her own. Could she, a sixteen-year-old girl, survive on her own in a distant town or city, and not suffer a worse fate than she’s experiencing now? She would need to have better training on how to use her Energy power. That would enable her to protect herself against nearly any type of harm. I will work with you to help protect her from Arthur and his cruelty, and look for the chance to teach her as much as I can so that she can protect herself, just as we are trying to protect her.”

Eva sighed. “So she’ll get to continue the honor of being the Servant to all of us?”

Will shook his head. “Never give in to the idea that what happened to her is somehow an honor, even in your words. If you call her a Servant, a title given to her by Arthur, you’ll lend credence to what he’s doing to the others. Call her by her name at all times. To do otherwise dehumanizes her into the slave Arthur wants her to be.”

“I just want her to be free,” Eva sighed. “She deserves a better fate than what she’s been dealt.”

“Perhaps what we can do is to silently help her build a small fortune,” Will said. “And then one day we break her out of here with that fortune, and the knowledge of how to use it. She’ll be wealthy in no time. At that point, she’ll likely be a young woman with a lot of money, and that should help her survive and thrive in freedom.”

Eva nodded. “And with that money, she’ll be able to find a good husband on the outside.”

Will stiffened. “Perhaps. Or perhaps she’ll meet someone who will love her for who she is, with no regard to money.”

Eva snorted. “I wish. She wouldn’t find someone like that on the outside if she looked for a thousand years.”

Will smiled. Little did Eva know that Elizabeth would do just that.

VII

Merchant

 

 

They stopped for the night and made camp. There was loud chatter over the roaring campfire, and Will got better acquainted with the Traders. All five — along with Will — had joined this particular mission. They told Will that was unusual; normally, they only needed four Traders for each trip. However, the Stores had become so full that they’d needed all five wagons to carry everything.

Will met Aldus, who was the oldest of the Traders; like all of the Traders but Eva, he’d joined the group after it had begun, after watching Arthur and Eva work their magic trading in his home town. Aldus was a farmer by trade, but found that he was skilled at trading when offering his goods for sale at the local market. He’d proven to be a challenge for even Eva in negotiations. She was the first person he ever felt had beaten him in the negotiation game, and he followed the two of them back to the fledgling community. The villagers were in desperate need of farmers, and eagerly accepted him as one of their own. As they added additional farmers, Aldus focused his time on Trading, and only practiced farming between Trading runs.

Outside Elizabeth, Matilda was the youngest member of the community. She’d been the daughter of a noble, promised in marriage to a man thirty years her senior. She’d run away and, like Will, had happened upon the village in the forest by chance, intercepting them on the way to the morning bath in the Halwende River. Her story, one of running away from a noble determined to make her live against her own will, resonated with the group, and she was invited to join. She’d learned to knit as part of her studies in the noble’s household, and became one of the first weavers in the community. When she asked to join a Trading mission, she found her confidence and air of royalty an advantage in working with buyers and sellers. She could also charm others with her youthful exuberance.

Gerald was an imposing man, one who’d run away from his life as a solider. His commander had ordered him to participate in the looting and burning of a village as they’d returned home from losing a battle. He’d been horrified at the idea of attacking the people they were supposed to protect. Though he made decent pay as a solider, he deserted, ripped up his uniform, and returned to the village after the soldiers had destroyed it. He helped the town rebuild, sleeping outdoors and earning money by picking fruits and nuts from the trees nearby and selling them. Eva’s team had heard of this courageous man from the villagers and interacted with him as they sought to buy his produce in the town’s market. They invited him to return with them to a community where he could be a full citizen with a roof over his head, and Gerald readily agreed. He learned how to work metal and became a smith, able to produce weapons and tools with metal heated in the blazing fires built each day in the Shops.

Eleanor had lost her husband and two young children to a rampaging army, and felt understandable unease around Gerald. Eva had found her during one of their trading missions, offering to work at the vendor booths in exchange for food to help stave off starvation. One man, for sport, had set her to bartering with Eva and Arthur, and the woman had held her own. The man, showed up by Eleanor, refused to pay her for her work. She left the town with Eva and Arthur, and had proved to be an excellent baker and cook. She advised others in the community on improving recipes for bread, and suggested spices to use with meat and vegetables. She also proved to be a savvy trader for seeds and food staples the community could not grow or forage for themselves.

They drove the wagons again the next day, and spent much of their time in silence. Eva refused to answer any questions about her own past; Will again became acutely aware of her emotions on the subject, and the pain and shame of her status as a slave. Unlike Arthur, though, she was determined to do what she could to free someone else from that bondage, rather than drive them further into it.

On the morning of the third day, they reached the outskirts of the town. “The town is called Richland, home to perhaps a thousand people,” Eva explained to Will. “As we are so proficient at driving bargains in our favor, we try to travel in different directions and avoid going to the same location on a regular basis. Many merchants in these towns refuse to trade with us after our first encounters; we want to give them time to forget, or perhaps to increase their courage in dealing with us.” She smiled, and Will realized it was the first time he’d seen her do so. It was a radiant expression, and he imagined that such a smile could win many transaction negotiations.

“Or perhaps they can be made to forget, or made to develop that courage,” Will mused.

Eva glanced at him. “You can do that?”

“Probably,” Will admitted. “But I don’t think it’s appropriate. If I force people to trade with us, and we know exactly what prices they’ll accept, buying or selling… well, doing both almost feels like stealing.”

“Fair point,” Eva conceded.

The caravan approached the gates of the city. Two guards, armed with prominent swords, scowled at them. “State your business,” one barked, nodding in Will’s direction.

“We seek to trade our goods,” Will replied, unsure of the proper form of address or etiquette for such questions. The guards were suspicious, however. Will probed gently, and found that there had been a series of thefts perpetrated inside the walls over the past few months, and the thieves always posed as traders in order to gain entry. “You’re more than welcome to examine our cargo,” he offered.

It seemed to work. The more senior guard nodded at his subordinate, and the second man loosened the tarp covering the wagon. “Why the covering?” the guard asked.

“It provides a means to secure our goods within the wagon, and also protects them against damage from any rains which might fall,” Will replied. The guard pulled back the tarp, glancing through the goods. Will could hear the man’s nervous thoughts quite clearly. They have no one hidden in this wagon, so perhaps they truly are traders come to barter. If this group is together, however…

“We come as a group with a large volume of goods to trade,” Will said. “If your city requires it, each of our wagons will be available for an inspection prior to entry.”

Dishonest men would not encourage me to check for hidden men or contraband, Will heard the guard thinking. Aloud, the man said, “That will not be necessary, sir. You and your companions are free to enter.” Will nodded in the guard’s direction, and after securing the tarp back into place, he climbed aboard the wagon. Eva snapped the reins sharply, and the caravan of wagons entered the town.

Will, wondering what, exactly, had caused the nervousness, decided to investigate. “Go on in. I’ll catch up.” He cast a knowing glance at Eva. Eva looked at him, nodded, and Will hopped out of the wagon. The other Traders gave him strange looks, but he waved them along as he walked back to the entry gate.

Will walked up to the guards. “Hello there,” he said. The guards eyed him, less concerned than puzzled. They were unaccustomed to anyone addressing them, other than to request access to the city. “Might I inquire the purpose of the inspection earlier?”

“It’s our city’s policy,” the more senior guard barked. “It’s not your business to question it.”

“It seemed like it wasn’t a common activity in your city,” Will said. “For men of your experience, I’d expect less nervousness over a few horse-drawn wagons of goods with a few men and women.” When they didn’t respond, he leaned in a bit closer. “Is something happening here to cause you to be nervous? My friends and I… if there’s danger, we’d like to know so that we can protect ourselves.”

The guards relaxed a bit, and the more junior guard glanced at his superior. The older man sighed. “That’s a fair sentiment, sir, and you have shown us good cheer in accepting our searches without complaint. It is only right that we alert you. Only recently, our fair town has been subjected to a number of violent robberies, and in each case, the brigands were comprised of three or four men, only one of which had ever been seen before. The victims were always heading home from our market after a day of trading, flush with coins. The unfamiliar men would maneuver the fearful victim into a trap, out of sight, and set upon him. The thieves would never be seen again, and we suspect they have been entering our town hidden in the wagons of strangers. That is why we searched your wagon, sir.”

Will nodded, his face grave. “I can understand your concern and actions, my friends, and I appreciate your alerting me to this issue. I will warn my friends to be alert to such mischief.” He held out his hand. “Thank you.”

The guards shook his hand and waved him through the gate. Will walked along, guided by the faint harp-like sound of Eva’s nascent Energy.

“What was that all about?” Eva asked, as he rejoined them. The wagons circled around, enabling the Traders to plan their strategy. They had mentioned this to Will the night before. Since they never went to the same town twice in succession, they were uncertain of the method of trade available to them or if things had changed since their last visit. Would they find an open market where they’d be able to park their wagons? Would they need to visit the individual shops to buy and sell goods and supplies? Perhaps there were other systems in place. They would typically park their wagons together, have three members of the team stand guard — Gerald, the former soldier, always oversaw this part of each mission — while two others would travel into the heart of the city to ascertain their best next steps.

Once the Traders had parked their wagons and gathered, Will explained. “They’ve had people pose as Traders cover their wagons, purportedly filled with goods for trade, which were actually filled with armed men. They enter the community, and while the men driving the wagons pretended to trade, the others would assault citizens and steal coins, jewelry, and other valuables. Our large caravan of covered wagons made them nervous; I wasn’t sure why but thought it would be wise to make sure we didn’t seem like a threat. I talked to the guards now and they told me what’s been happening. Neither of those men wanted to be responsible for another Trojan Horse situation.”

“What’s a Trojan horse?” Aldus asked. “Is that a specific breed?”

“No,” Matilda replied, laughing. “It’s a story of myth. The great, walled city of Troy could not be defeated, and as such their enemies offered a giant statue of a horse as a sign of peace. Once inside the walls, soldiers hidden within the statue emerged and slaughtered everyone.”

Gerald stroked his beard. “Brilliant plan.”

Eleanor gasped. “Horrible. Simply horrible.”

Matilda shrugged. “It’s just a story. But I can see why they’d be nervous about unfamiliar people showing up in large groups if that’s been happening.” She nodded at Will. “That was a good idea, to talk to them and find out why they felt they needed to inspect our wagons. I’ve never seen that done before.”

Eva and Will were nominated to explore the town. They walked around, observing. There was a large central market area of the town where local merchants were setting up shop. Will was able to sense that there was no cost to doing so, though Eva seemed interested in asking one of the merchants about the propriety. “Don’t ask,” Will advised. “They’ll all tell you that a large fee is required, and one of their cohorts will collect the tax. In reality, all it will do is discourage us from setting up all of our wagons at a time.” They located a pub near the central market area where they’d be able to eat at midday. They also located an inn, with the curious name of the Dented Sayler, where they’d be able to find lodging for the evening. After prepaying for two large rooms — one for the men and one for the women — and ensuring they could have their horses cared for during the day, Will and Eva returned to their companions, and the wagons were hauled into the market and backed into place. The horses were trotted off to the inn, where the innkeeper, a jovial man named Nicholas, ushered them into stalls and fed them. Will tipped the man an extra gold coin, and could sense the astonishment at his generosity.

The town sprang to life a short time later. Will, though uncomfortable with forcing people to buy and sell, used his Empathy “push” skills to lessen the reluctance the locals had in terms of trading with strangers. While he didn’t care to use his skills to guarantee that they’d get the absolute best deal all the time, he did want to make sure that the locals weren’t afraid to talk to them, especially after the recent attacks.. He moved from wagon to wagon, talking with the local merchants and buyers using the negotiating and people-reading skills he’d developed over his fifteen years of business transactions, and through the advanced classes on reading body language and eye movement he’d taken. He murmured such ideas to his friends, and watched as they each rapidly assimilated those skills and improved their trading success. The large volume of quality swords, daggers, knives, and shields were in incredibly high demand due to the recent armed thefts, and they sold out quickly. The tapestries, garments, fabrics, and beer kegs were quickly gone as well; the items were clearly of a high quality, and the townsfolk found them to be a good bargain. As per custom, the group also sold two of the five wagons, as they’d need less space to haul back the raw materials they’d buy the next day before embarking on their journey home.

By midday, they’d sold all of their wares; Will could sense the thrill of his fellow Traders at the speed with which they’d completed the process. Though he did not manage a wagon and serve as a direct Trader, Will had become a true general Merchant, smoothing the entire process of selling for his friends, a service each received with gratitude. The other Traders were thrilled with the techniques Will had taught them, but he recognized that even without his help, the team had genuine skill. Eva in particular had an innate gift for negotiation, even without his lessons or her Energy. She’d started using her Energy to improve her reads of people, and used Will’s techniques as well, all to great effect. Will knew, because of his Telepathic skills, that they’d extracted nearly the maximum possible profit from their trades, and wondered if that news would lessen their eagerness to develop the “magical” abilities Arthur was preaching to them.

The team’s emotions as they reconvened were upbeat. Matilda, an attractive and stately young woman, had been a popular visit of those men looking to buy; she thrilled over the attention she’d gotten. “Two of them proposed marriage,” she whispered to Eva. “Was that appropriate?” Will barely stifled a laugh. Arthur had the community so unused to the concept of marriage already that she couldn’t fathom something like that happening. At least the men proposing to Matilda were very nearly her age, rather than thirty years her senior.

Gerald, the solider, had spoken to a number of the men purchasing the swords, daggers, and knives, and had asked about local preferences on blade type, level of decoration, and preferred lengths. “I can use this information when we return to our village to make sure our crafts meet current preferences,” he explained to Will, who recognized this as a basic form of market research. Gerald was thrilled that his success in trading the weaponry was so dominant that buyers were asking him for guidance on the best type of weapon to purchase. Gerald liked the sense of power such questions provided him.

Eleanor was quite skittish; the news of the random, violent attacks sounded so nearly like the one that had left her widowed, childless, and impoverished that she very nearly elected to spend the day locked in the women’s room at the inn. But she recovered, and did a fine job working with Matilda to sell the collection of quality fabrics and clothing the village had produced. Will sensed that he made her nervous; she wondered how he learned his techniques for understanding people, and worried that Will, perhaps, might be a Trojan horse himself for their village. She was unable to hide the fact that she hovered more closely by her coin purse when Will joined her and Matilda throughout the day. Will elected not to feel offended.

Aldus had tremendous success selling the woodcrafts and beer. The wood was of a different grain than this town had seen before, and the locals were accustomed to wine rather than beer; the novelty of these products helped drive sales. “Make sure to tell them not to drink beer and wine the same day, or at least not at the same meal,” Will whispered. “They won’t like you at all if they do.”

The team retired to the inn, and after washing the dirt and dust from their hands and faces, joined the other guests of the inn for dinner, seating themselves at a separate table. Nicholas, the innkeeper, remembered the generous fee Will had paid earlier that day, and he ensured that the cook and serving girls kept the best of everything coming their way. The table was soon enjoying the type of revelry Will had seldom seen since the night his life had changed and his world had turned upside down.

He’d felt at home in the future in a sense; people were cordial to him, and politely applauded his successes. His son, Fil, had treated Will poorly for the purpose of encouraging Will to want to leave and travel to the distant past to fulfill his destiny. Beyond that he’d felt welcome there, more than he’d ever expected to feel again after believing his wife and son murdered. Yet though it felt like a home, it did so more in the sense of visiting extended family once every few years. Will still felt a sense of isolation, as if he’d never truly fit in. Intentional or not, it wasn’t what he’d come to expect in the household he and Hope had built.

Yet here, with these Traders, he did get that sense. He’d known them less than a week, and yet there was a sense of true bonding. Eva was already someone he considered a friend and trusted confidant; other than the skittish Eleanor, the other Traders were people he admired and enjoyed spending time with. Most notably, his wife-to-be in the distant future lived here as well, though as a girl in her mid-teens and under the thumb of a tyrannical and abusive father. Will knew he could kill the man, and he wanted to do so; he also knew his duty was to preserve the future as already written, and that future said the man would live another twelve centuries at least. He needed to free her of the man’s clutches, and the men and women with him here tonight were of a similar mind on the subject, for they loved the redheaded girl named Elizabeth. He was confident that the people sharing a meal, a drink, and a laugh with him that night would, with no nudging necessary, join him in the effort to free the girl from her captivity, and that increased his sense of bonding and friendship.

For the first time in what seemed like a thousand years, Will felt that he was truly home.

VIII

Invasion

 

 

The Traders stayed up late into the night, enjoying the tales told by Nicholas, the innkeeper. Most of the stories revolved around local folklore, well-known among the residents, and thus the man rarely had much of an audience. They listened with rapt attention, alternately laughing and gasping in horror, as the stories unfolded. He was a gifted storyteller, and Will found himself enthralled.

As the stories ended, the team made inquiries about the recent thefts described by the guards at the gate. “We were stopped entering the city,” Eva explained, “and were told that the thieves entered by hiding their numbers and weapons inside wagons they claimed held goods for trade.” Nicholas confirmed this. The thieves would typically arrive in the early afternoon, trade in a clumsy manner until nightfall, and then corner merchants heading home with their remaining goods and money earned on the day. The men dressed in darker clothing and were difficult to see in the twilight, and the victims could never see where the men ran after committing the crimes. They could not identify the men with any certainty, for even the guards at the gate would not recognize them. “If they stopped you when you entered the city, it’s likely that your manner of travel made the guards think you were repeating the same process,” Nicholas explained.

The Traders finally retired for the evening, enjoying the soft beds after spending the two previous nights sleeping on the rocky ground. They were all soon fast asleep.

Will woke even before he heard the shouting. Something was very wrong. He jumped to his feet, opened the door, and headed to the main room of the inn. He found Nicholas there, hovering over two men who appeared to be injured. As Will approached, he could see noticeable lumps on both heads, and blood was staining their clothing. Nicholas, who had been seeking cloths and water, saw Will and stopped. “I hope we didn’t wake you, sir.”

Will shook his head. “What happened?”

“The hidden thieves. They must have been here yesterday. We didn’t see them. These men were jumped from behind on their way home from the pub. Relieved of all of the coins they made earlier in the day.”

“How long ago were they attacked?” As he asked the question, Will had an inspiration, and ordered his healing nanos to split up and move into the two men and help cure their injuries. He could sense the nanos’ departure; with luck, they’d accelerate the healing process even with only half the usual number working in each man.

“They arrived here about fifteen minutes ago; I’d guess they were attacked in the past half hour.”

Will nodded, and walked to the door. “Hey!” Nicholas shouted after him. “Where are you going? Didn’t you hear me? These men were attacked not long ago!”

“I know,” Will said. “It means their attackers are still nearby.” He walked out the door, to the incredulous stare of the innkeeper.

Will sent out a blast of Energy, seeking out strong emotion. Most people were asleep, and any emotions they might experience due to dreams were heavily muted. He sensed two men, perhaps a quarter mile away, and the emotion was one of violence and greed, the thoughts of the large number of coins they’d stolen.

Gotcha, Will thought. He teleported to the spot.

He appeared behind the two men just as the thieves were joined by a third man, one Will recognized as a rather unskilled trader he’d transacted with earlier that day. He realized as he emerged from the teleportation that he probably should have avoided such an act. Thankfully, the men didn’t see him appear in the darkness. Will used his push-Empathy skills, and the three men were suddenly quite aware that they were being followed, and were frightened about what might happen to them. They turned, skittish, and found a single man behind them, armed with… nothing.

Their nervous laughter quickly turned to the evil cackle of men ready to perpetrate a crime. Will could feel their greed and anger, and sense their glee at finding an unarmed man to provide them an even greater haul of treasure without needing to work, for they recognized Will as one of the master Traders who had profited so greatly throughout the day. The three men drew their swords and advanced on Will.

Will sighed. “This happens to me all the time. Three guys with swords attack me when I’m unarmed. Is there no honor among you thieves?”

The man who’d joined the two who had jumped the local residents cackled. “Cut the fancy talk and hand over your gold.” He swiped his blade at the empty air in front of him, and the sword created a swishing sound meant to intimidate Will into surrender.

Will considered the demand, then shrugged. “No, I think I’ll hang on to what I have. And the three of you can return what you stole.”

The thieves looked at each other and burst out laughing. Then they advanced on Will, blades at the ready. “Hand it over, now!” The leader of the trio seemed to prefer the option where Will refused again, so that they could rough him up as they’d done to the others. Will guessed this without even needing his telepathic or empathic skills. Not wanting to disappoint, he complied with the unspoken wish. “I rather like my coins, so I’ll just keep them.”

The leader of the thieves laughed. “I’m not giving you a choice.” The three thieves pounced on Will, swords slashing at the man.

Their swords slashed through empty air, each man striking one of his companions. They were in shock, partly due to the savage wounds the blades had inflicted, but partly because they had no idea what had happened to their target, a man who just a moment earlier had been surrounded without means of escape by their tightening circle.

“You gentlemen okay?” Will called from behind them. “I hear there are some criminals on the loose. You should find shelter before you get hurt.”

“How… how did you get over there?” the leader spluttered. “We had you surrounded… and… you can’t be there, because you were right here!”

Will frowned. “I’m not certain what you mean, sir. I’m standing here and asking if you and your companions are well. Oh, dear.” Will saw the blood staining the men’s clothing. “It seems the criminals have found and attacked you. Did they take your money?”

“No,” the leader replied. “They—” He slapped at his pockets. “Hey, where did the money go? I just had it here in my pocket!”

“Yeah!” one of the others snapped. “The loot I took from that guy is gone now. Where’d it go?”

“Don’t look at me!” the third growled. “My money is gone too!”

Will arched an eyebrow. “You’re all injured and you’ve all been relieved of your coins. It sounds as if you’ve been robbed and hit on the head. Let’s get you over to the Dented Sayler and see if we can’t stop that bleeding.”

The three thieves stared at Will. Was it possible they’d imagined him earlier? Had they actually been robbed and not realized it? The leader of the trio, the man who had feigned being an incompetent merchant, glanced at Will, glanced back at his companions, and shrugged. He walked after Will, and the other two followed close behind.

They arrived at the Dented Sayler and entered the building. Nicholas breathed an audible sigh of relief at seeing Will unharmed, but looked anxious as the three strange, bleeding men entered his inn. But he moved to fetch more cloths to use to cover the cuts and gashes. The thieves sat on chairs around a table, looking dazed, while the two men they’d robbed earlier look at the trio with great apprehension. Finally, one of the victims swallowed and addressed the thieves. “You… you’re the ones who robbed us earlier. Why are you here in this inn?”

The leader looked at him, dazed. “Did we, now?”

The victims looked at each other, and then at Will. “What did you do to them?”

Will looked confused. “I didn’t do anything. I went to see if anyone else had been hurt, and found these men several streets over, injured, and complaining of missing coins. Since I knew Mr. Nicholas was already caring for victims, I thought I’d bring them back here as well. I don’t think there are any more injured people out and about tonight, though.”

Nicholas walked in, and nodded. “That’s good, Mr. Will.” He looked ready to add something else, but seemed to think better of it. Will pulled another gold coin from his pocket and handed it to the man. “You’ve been serving these men, though they aren’t even guests of your inn, giving up sleep to do so. We’ve done well this trip, and I’d like to use some of my proceeds to thank you for taking care of them. You’re a good man, Nicholas.” With that, Will began to walk away.

He paused, as if remembering something. “I almost forgot,” he said. Will reached into another pocket and pulled out two large coin purses. “I found these while I was walking, and thought they might be yours.” He tossed the coin purses to the two victims, then left the room.

Will didn’t go far, however. He paused, trying to read the thoughts of the thieves. It seemed unlikely that three men could be responsible for the wave of crime in the city brought on by outsiders; someone would have recognized a pattern by now. Even if they rotated the three men between the role of the trader and the role of cargo, they’d eventually have to repeat the pattern and risk exposure and the end of their scheme. That could mean he was seeing one of two possible scenarios. The first possibility was that the men would only visit each town and city three times, rotating the “visible” person each trip, before leaving and moving on to the next town. If that were the case, then there could be other towns and cities they’d robbed, and more that they planned to go to next. The other possibility was that they were part of a larger group that rotated teams of men among towns and cities. With that type of organization, the criminals could attack multiple cities at once without allowing time for warnings to to travel to other towns and cities they’d eventually target.

He needed to know which scenario was occurring, and the only way to be sure was to invade the thoughts of the three criminals. He reached out with his Energy into the minds of the three men, sensing primarily confusion. They were doubting whether he’d ever been in their clutches at all, for surely it was impossible for a man to move so quickly. The other thoughts were filled with worry, concern over their fate should they return to Richard empty-handed. The last group to do so had… well, they hadn’t gone on any further treasure hunts. Will scoffed internally. People could use words to make anything sound noble; assault and robbery simply didn’t have the same air of nobility as “treasure hunt.” He’d learned that this was a larger scheme, though, orchestrated by a man named Richard.

He needed to know where to find this man, the general of an army of thieves. This crime wave needed to be stopped at the source. Stopping three of his men would simply tell Richard that he needed to send other men to Richland, or modify his scheme. No, Will decided, he could do this, using his abilities to prevent the robbery of good and decent people like those here in Richland.

Will walked back into the common room, feigning a yawn. Nicholas glanced at him. “Having trouble sleeping?”

Will nodded. “A bit too much exercise so late at night, and apparently it’s not helping me.”

Nicholas nodded at him. “I’ll fetch you some wine; that should help.”

“I’d be most grateful.” Nicholas hustled off.

Will glanced at the two men victimized by the thieves. “How long have you lived here?”

“All my life,” one replied. The other nodded in agreement.

Will glanced at the thieves. “And how long have the three of you lived here?”

“We are not from here,” one replied. “We’re from—”

“Shut it,” the leader snapped. He faced Will. “We’re simply weary travelers looking to trade honestly for a few coins and then will be on our way.”

Will nodded. “I know the feeling.”

He glanced up at Nicholas as the innkeeper hustled back into the room with his wine. Will sipped it; it was watered down, but he had no actual need for the alcohol. His conversation had gotten the reaction he’d wanted. The men hadn’t named the location of their headquarters, but he had gotten something even more valuable.

They’d visualized their homes when Will had asked about them.

Will chatted briefly with the five men, and offered to walk the two injured men back to their homes. “You gentlemen enjoy a good night’s sleep,” Will said to the thieves, and beckoned for Nicholas to follow him for a private conversation before departing.

“You’ll want to alert the sheriff come daylight; those men are responsible for the robbery of the two men I’m walking home. I don’t think they’ll cause any more harm, though, so you should get some rest until morning.”

Nicholas glanced at the thieves, a nervous look covering his face. “I’m uncomfortable leaving them unguarded.”

Will smiled. “Trust me, they’re not going anywhere.” As he spoke, he sent a small portion of his nanos to the three men, forming them into encasing shells, and ordered the nanos to prevent the men from standing up.

Nicholas tried to smile. “If you say so.”

Will nodded, and headed out. He walked both men back to their homes, figuring that anyone watching would think the two had been out late at the pub and needed an extra hand to make it home upright. After ensuring the second man had gotten safely inside his own small home, Will walked toward the shadows and the deepest darkness he could find in the town. After forming a thick, invisible exoskeleton of all his remaining nanos, he took a deep breath, pictured the scene the thieves had projected of their home, and teleported there.

It was a simple camp for wandering vagrants, comprised of a series of tents, and dotted with small fires built for warmth and cooking. The fires provided the added benefit of frightening away nighttime predators. Sentries armed with large, gleaming swords patrolled the perimeter for any who might look to relieve the gang of their ill-gotten gains. None of these precautions were sufficient to impede Will. He glanced around the camp, identified the largest tent, and walked toward it.

A shout went up; he’d been spotted. Men spilled out of tents, drowsy from a night of drinking, most still in nightclothes. All quickly mobilized, and Will found himself surrounded by armed men who slowed his progress. “I come bearing a message for the one called Richard,” he said, his voice carrying throughout the throng of men, some thirty in number.

“I think he has a message for you as well,” one man shouted, drawing his sword across his neck, simulating a throat slash or beheading. The crowd roared with laughter.

“I’d be delighted to hear it,” Will said. “But I must deliver my message in person.”

“We should give the boss the chance to kill this guy!” another man shouted. The crowd began to chant Richard’s name. After a few moments, the tent flaps opened, and a tall man with long brown hair emerged. Will had to admit that the man looked the part of a leader, and Richard exuded a charisma that, while not driven by Energy, was still quite powerful.

“I see we have a guest,” Richard said. The men laughed. “You’ve come at a rather inopportune time, I’m afraid. We can certainly offer you no hospitality at this late hour.” He pulled a huge broadsword out of the sheath on his back. “But we can certainly offer you a place to… sleep.”

“Very impressive,” Will said. “Thirty armed men against one unarmed man. I can see why these men flock to you; your singular bravery must be an inspiration to all of them.”

Richard’s face darkened, and an uneasy silence fell upon the camp. “What do you want, stranger? And how is it that you know my name, and I know not yours?”

“The three sent to Richland have elected not to complete their mission. They had sufficient encouragement not to return, not the least being that they were discovered before successfully relieving the townsfolk of their hard-earned coins. Messengers will be sent to other nearby towns, alerting them to you and your schemes. My message to you is simply this: disband, and find honorable work to do. Your days of thievery are over.”

Richard looked pained. “Oh, dear. We’ve been found out? Well, boys, I guess this is the end of the road. Pack it up and head home.” He turned as if to head back to his tent.

There was a pause as the crowd murmured in confusion. Richard then lunged at Will, raising the massive sword over his head before bringing it down on Will’s head with the force of both arms.

The sword bounced off the top of Will’s head with a loud clang, and shattered in Richard’s hands.

Richard stared at the hilt of his sword, the only piece of the weapon still intact, and then at Will. Will used his Energy and empathy skills to encourage the fear felt by all of the men in the camp at that point.

Will walked to Richard, and removed the hilt of the sword from the man’s hands. “I think that’s excellent advice, Richard.” He faced the crowd. “All of you! You heard the man! Pack up, head back to where you came from!”

The men, dazed, did as they were told. Tents were folded up as the emerging morning sun adding a small bit of light to the camp. As each man collected his belongings, he walked away, or rode a horse if he owned one.

Richard was the last to depart. “How?” Richard asked. “How did you do that?”

“How did I do what?”

“How did you shatter my sword like that?”

“I assume it was a combination of me having a thick skull and poor craftsmanship.”

Richard nodded dully. “Yes, yes, of course.” His emotions were a tangle of confusion.

“Find something noble to do, Richard,” Will said. “You are a natural leader of men; they flock to you and listen to what you say. Surely you can put that gift to better use than organizing a band of thieves?”

Will turned and walked away, leaving the man alone with his thoughts. Richard was so deeply in his own mind that he didn’t even notice Will vanishing into thin air.
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Will didn’t bother returning to his room. He crawled into a chair in the common room, rested his head on the table, and was fast asleep in moments. It seemed only an instant later that Aldus and Gerald were shaking him awake, expressing relief that they’d found him. Rumors had spread through the inn that the armed thieves had struck again, and when they’d not seen Will in the room, they’d feared the worst. Nicholas arrived with the town sheriff a few moments later, and Will watched, bleary-eyed, as the three thieves were bound with rope. Once they were secured, Will recalled his nanos. Aldus and Gerald watched in stunned silence, having until that moment been unaware that the thieves had been sitting at a table in the inn’s common room with no visible restraints.

The sheriff walked over to Will after Nicholas nodded in Will’s direction. “I understand you’re responsible for locating these men. As dangerous as that must have been for a single man… thank you for doing so.” He extended a hand to Will.

Will shrugged, but accepted the hand offered, and the two men shook. “They’d been fighting amongst themselves apparently. They had their swords out and waving and they’d all managed to get cut. I suppose they were arguing over the shares of the loot. No honor among thieves. None of them noticed that they’d dropped what they’d stolen before they started arguing about it. Lack of honor and lack of awareness get you injured and jailed every time, I imagine.”

The sheriff chuckled. “All that may be true, but it took courage to bring them in. Our town owes you its thanks.”

“So long as my friends and I can visit Richland and trade, I’ll have all the thanks I need for being in the right place at the right time.” The sheriff nodded and made his way out of the inn, towing the three thieves behind him.

Gerald looked at Will in awe. “You found them?”

Will yawned. “I couldn’t sleep. I think I’m ready for some now, though.”

Aldus nodded. “We only need to get the supplies the community needs and load up the remaining wagons. We’ll take care of that and get you when we’re ready to depart. It sounds like you’ve had a busy and productive night. Get some sleep.”

Will went back to the room shared by the men, and fell asleep again.

He woke, totally refreshed, and recognized yet another difference between his twenty-first century existence and what he’d experienced here, in the eleventh century. This was not a twenty-first century business trip with a single-occupant room in a fancy hotel, replete with bags holding multiple changes of clothing, computers, books, and papers. They stayed at a simple inn, sharing a room with two others; each traveler brought no more than some night clothes and a coin purse. Gerald and Aldus carried swords, but those were strapped to their backs while they weren’t sleeping. Departure and check out, then, was essentially a matter of walking out of the room. They needn’t worry about a later bill for raiding the in-room mini-bar.

Before he left, he reached into his pocket, past the coin purse — the contents of which he’d used to win favor with the innkeeper — and found the scroll of paper. He pulled the computer out, unrolled it, and tapped on the side to activate the screen. The paper glowed with text written in the future. Congratulations on your success with the Richland trade mission. The outlaw known as Richard is one to keep an eye on in the future. Don’t be afraid to problem-solve in this century as you did in your own past.

Typical. Enough for him to know he’d not messed up, but not enough to give him true guidance. The computer, he’d hoped, would give him a daily series of tasks to perform to ensure the safety of the young girl known as Elizabeth. And yet she was back inside the hidden village in the forest, under the watchful eye of her predator father, and likely suffering immense pain in the absence of her only allies. It was difficult to conceive of how this plan was going to work if he needed to leave her on a regular basis. Was he expected to teleport back home each day to watch over her?

Perhaps the critical message was in the last sentence. What type of twenty-first century problem-solving was he supposed to apply here? It wasn’t as if he could do research on the Internet or send a S.W.A.T. team after Arthur. 

With no answers coming to mind, Will rolled the paper computer up into a scroll and put it back into his pocket. He’d need to contemplate that message later. For now, he needed to catch up with his friends. He left the room, after first habitually checking in every corner and under every coarse blanket to see if they’d left anything behind, and wandered down to the common room. He found the innkeeper, Nicholas, clearing tables of clay and wood dishes used during lunch.

“Mr. Stark!” Nicholas said, surprised. “I thought you had left already. I have some vegetable broth and bread still available if you’re hungry.”

“I’d love some of the broth,” Will admitted. Nicholas returned with a bowl soon after, and Will enjoyed his fill of the soup. They exchanged some small talk while he ate. Nicholas informed him that the others had already hitched the horses to the wagons and had nearly completed shopping for the purchases on their list. Will asked if the thieves had made it safely to the jail, and Nicholas reported that they had, and that word had spread rapidly through the town about the visiting Trader who had managed to apprehend the men. Will also learned that the two men attacked had suffered only minor wounds and were back on their feet already. Will smiled inside; he’d dispatched his own healing nanos into the men while he’d gone after Richard and his gang, and the devices had done their work. Reminded of the fact that he’d done so, he recalled the nanos. He hadn’t realized he could loan the machines in that fashion until he’d tried it overnight, and hoped he wouldn’t have the need to do so again in the future.

Fully nourished for the journey ahead, Will thanked the innkeeper and headed out to the central market area, where he found his traveling companions. They were loading the wagons with all manner of materials requested by their neighbors. Eva checked items off on thin slivers of wood, using a piece of charcoal as a pencil to make her notations as the purchases were made. Will received warm welcomes from his team; clearly, Aldus and Gerald had filled the women in on Will’s exploits in apprehending the thieves overnight, which Will attempted to downplay. The two victims came forward, looking none the worse for wear, and thanked Will profusely for his efforts, and in particular for locating the bags of coins the thieves had taken and later dropped. Their genuine smiles were the best form of thanks.

As their departure time arrived, many in the town of Richland paraded with the caravan to the city gates and then out on to the open road. At the first stop, Eva asked Will to take over driving the horses, which he did with much trepidation. Eva spent that leg of the journey writing figures down on the slivers of wood, which Will understood to be her form of a transaction ledger. Will wondered how many in this century actually knew how to read and do arithmetic; his understanding of history wasn’t extensive, but it seemed to him that this woman was exceptional and unusual in many ways.

As the group stopped for the evening on the way home, Eva called everyone around them. “I’ll make this simple: we just had our most profitable Trading mission ever. By far. Our split of the profits should come to approximately fifty gold coins each.”

Gasps of shock and surprise rose from the group. Will had no basis of comparison for this level of profit. “What type of profit is more standard?”

“You must first understand, Will, how our community’s system works,” Eva replied. “We are given goods to sell and lists of supplies to purchase from everyone in the community. Each person provides a minimum cost to sell and a maximum price to pay for each item. Where we are able to negotiate better deals, we as Traders take half of the profit, and then we divide our total take among all of our Traders. Our total profit was three hundred gold coins, or roughly six gold coins per member of the community. Our previous best was about one hundred twenty gold coins in profit among five Traders, or twenty-four gold coins each. On this trip, we made double our previous best per Trader, and that’s with adding one more Trader to the team.”

Will was stunned. Had they truly done that well? He still had no perspective on what fifty gold coins meant in terms of living standard and relative wealth, but since it was double their previous best it was certainly a good thing.

Eva explained that when they returned, they’d be mobbed by their neighbors looking for reports on how they’d done. Eva would handle the distribution; she carefully tracked coins in and out, and ensured that each person got the correct share of the profit. For instance, they’d gotten a better profit on the swords created by the smiths than the fabrics created by the weavers, and she’d make sure that she got each person what they’d earned. Everyone would do better than they’d ever done before, though, so it should be a positive experience, though time-consuming.

“You should use some of your profit to get time with Elizabeth,” Matilda said. “You could probably convince Arthur to part with her for a week for one of those gold coins.”

“No!” Will said, his tone sharper than he’d intended. Five sets of eyes stared at him, surprised at the outburst. “I will not pay money to help keep someone in bondage.” 

“You don’t need to have her do anything unpleasant,” Aldus said. “Most of us encourage her to sleep off whatever she’s dealt with previously.”

“We don’t like the system that’s in place either,” Gerald said. “But fighting against the overwhelming numbers who support it? That would be suicidal.”

Will sensed Eva’s unease with this conversation, and he knew why. Eleanor, one of the Traders, was one who’d not yet been convinced about the impropriety of the community’s system of “hiring” Elizabeth to do the unwanted and unpleasant. The Traders had, unofficially, agreed to try to change that system, though they weren’t sure how. For the moment, they paid the fee to Arthur and refused to use Elizabeth’s time as others did; if she worked, she was paid directly.

“You do what you feel is best,” Will said. “I’ll do things my way.”

Eva studied his face. “I will do what I am able to do,” she replied. “But if I can do more, then I will do so.”

The others nodded, and Eleanor, after a pause, nodded as well.

“Here is my question, then,” Will said. “How much does Arthur charge to sell his daughter into slavery again and again, day after day?”

There was an uncomfortable silence. “One silver coin per day,” Eva said.

“Is it fair to say that most of our neighbors greatly value money?”

Heads nodded.

“Then I propose this: we do not give Arthur any money. We use the money we have collected through Trading to pay those… hiring Elizabeth three silver coins each day. One will compensate them for what they’ve chosen to pay Arthur. One coin reimburses them for what they pay to Arthur, and two more as well. So they have two coins in hand rather than one. As secrets are uncovered, and as Elizabeth recognizes exactly how to fulfill this dream Arthur is selling, the people we work with can use the money earned by not mistreating Elizabeth to purchase those secrets.”

“And where will they learn these secrets that they’ll pay for?” Eleanor asked.

Will smiled. “Why, they’ll learn it from Elizabeth, of course.”

Eva laughed. “So they pay one coin to Arthur, receive three coins from us, and pay two coins to Elizabeth?”

“Naturally,” Will said. “She talks to people once per day, privately. In fact, I think it would be appropriate if she has these educational sessions inside the Schola. She will make money twice as fast as Arthur.”

“One problem, however,” Aldus said. “Won’t we run out of coins eventually? This plan works until we don’t have the coins to pay people to do this.”

“Several scenarios are possible,” Will said. “First, people are likely to start seeing the benefits of this type of working relationship with Elizabeth. At some point, if there truly are secrets to be unlocked inside the Schola, Elizabeth will be the first to know. We need to make the point that everyone has paid Arthur money, but no one has paid Elizabeth money, though she’s the one suffering through all of the testing. When the payoff comes, it needs to be financially rewarding for her. It’s possible that she could learn it’s a process that has multiple steps, and they’ll need to work with her over several sessions to start seeing any benefits. In other words, eventually people will choose to do this because it is valuable to them, and hopefully because the previous approach is simply evil.”

He was aware of a range of emotions: guilt, primarily, but also anger. They’d been part of this system since its inception, or at least for many years, and he’d called it evil. They were angry at someone who would put the word to what they’d done. Yet for four of the five, the guilt came from understanding the reality that what he’d said, though painful, was true. They’d not made any type of public stand; they’d simply used the system as everyone else had, convincing themselves it was to Elizabeth’s benefit to simply rest for a day. Will’s proposal essentially involved paying Elizabeth directly for her knowledge, and the skills others could develop as a result would be incredibly valuable, far more than a few coins.

“Secondly, if this works as I suspect it will work, everyone will realize that Arthur is adding nothing to this process. He is claiming Elizabeth as property, as his slave, to sell off. She is not; she is nearly an adult, and as such should have the freedom to live her own life and profit from her own work and knowledge. Eventually, everyone will come to realize that there’s no need to go to Arthur first just to drop off a coin; it’s more economical to go directly to Elizabeth. That will erode Arthur’s own wealth and power.

“And third, if I’m wrong, the advances people make from learning what Elizabeth knows – once she learns something – should improve the quality and quantity of goods they make. We’ll be able to make more frequent Trading trips, and earn greater profits with the quality of the goods produced. In other words, if we have to keep paying people to make good decisions for a while until they make the correct decisions on their own… we’ll have the money to do so.”

“Let me see if I understand this,” Gerald said. “In the current approach, Arthur gets wealthy for doing nothing, Elizabeth gets weakened by doing everything, and everybody else gets poorer. They get poorer because they are paying Arthur for the privilege of Arthur doing nothing, and they get poorer for perpetuating a system of evil. In the new approach, Arthur loses power and makes no money, Elizabeth gets wealthy for teaching everyone, and we get wealthier both because we’ll make more frequent and more profitable Trading missions, and because the whole community starts getting the new abilities we’ve all long waited to develop.”

“Well said,” Will replied, smiling.

Gerald smiled as well. “I’m in.”

Eva, Aldus, and Matilda agreed as well. All eyes fell on Eleanor, who smiled. “That’s a fantastic plan. I like it. How do we make it work?”

Will sighed. “Before any of us can make it work, we need to make sure that Elizabeth is on board. If she doesn’t want to do this… well, then there’s nothing further to be done. And it’s possible she won’t. Why would she want to help people who’ve made her life a nightmare for these past many years, people who were part of her mother’s death? What if she’s someone for whom a large amount of money is simply not a motivating factor?”

Eva sighed. “And unfortunately for your plan, Will, I think Elizabeth is exactly someone like that.”

Will, who’d been married to the Elizabeth in the future, silently agreed. He had the feeling this complex plan was doomed from the start. But at least they would try.
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“No.”

Neither of them were surprised at this response. Still, Will and Eva — designated by the Traders to talk to Elizabeth — were a bit disappointed that she had no interest in going along with their plan. It was, after all, a plan meant to lessen her suffering.

“You’re sure?” Eva replied. “This will relieve you of the experimentation that’s been going on for so long, and you’ll get to make quite a bit of money, and—”

“I have no interest in money,” Elizabeth replied. “Everything that’s happened to me has happened because that man wanted money. I’m not his daughter, I’m his possession, to be sold to the highest bidder for his own profit, without concern to my well-being by him or the people who buy me. You want me to help the people that have supported this idea, the people who have bought me? No. I won’t do it. I won’t help them, not a single one of them.” She folded her arms across her chest and scowled.

Will was privately impressed with this spunk. He’s seen and heard little to suggest that the girl had much reason to be anything other than despondent, and as such her strong response was a pleasant surprise. Eva had shared more detail about Elizabeth’s life in the village on their journey back to the village, and Will wished he was one who couldn’t keep his word. He’d vowed he wouldn’t kill anyone, no matter how much they might deserve such a penalty, but he wanted desperately to make an exception for Arthur and several other members of the community. A man named Maynard, like Gerald a former soldier, seemed to by Arthur’s unofficial bodyguard, and he was known to talk to others to see what substances seemed to cause Elizabeth the greatest pain – and then force her to consume all of them each time he hired her. He was the worst of the sadists, though certainly not the only one.

Eva noted that Elizabeth was routinely sad and depressed, though the girl said it wasn’t caused by the testing itself. It was something deeper, something she couldn’t – or wouldn’t – tell Eva. Her only joy, Eva said, had come when Eva had privately apologized to Elizabeth for failing to stand up for the girl and her promises to do what she could to treat her well in the future, and try to convince others to do the same. Elizabeth would spend a great deal of time in Eva’s room, where the older woman would feed her and hold her as her body struggled to process whatever poison she’d been fed that day. Eva had become the mother Genevieve struggled to be, the mother the girl had lost on that horrible day, and Eva provided the small sliver of love and compassion Elizabeth so desperately needed.

Elizabeth’s overall impression of humanity, however, was horribly marred by what she’d experienced in her life, and she believed that kindness was a rare exception. People would use her up without concern of what happened to her, and Elizabeth frequently expressed a desire to die and be free of the pain of living.

The fiery response, then, suggested that she was fighting back.

“I respect that, Elizabeth,” he said. “And I pledge to you that I will do everything in my power to make sure that the treatment you’ve received is eliminated. Not lessened, not made less frequent, but eliminated. I will work to make sure that it simply can’t happen.”

Elizabeth turned her dead eyes on him. “And how do you propose to do that?” It was a tone of extreme weariness, as if her frail frame simply couldn’t bear the weight of any more scheming. That was how Elizabeth had always acted, with a few brief glimpses of the fire and determination he’d come to know so well so many years into the future. There was so much missing from her life that time spent in the presence of the handful of people who weren’t out to hurt her in some fashion was the closest thing to relief she got.

“I am going to get you out of here, enable you to move far away, with plenty of money, in order for you to live a healthy life.”

Elizabeth laughed without humor. “My father—” she spat out the word “—would seek me out and hunt me down, without question. His power in this community comes from holding the keys to the ultimate prize — my volunteered service.” She rolled her eyes, an expression apparently common across the centuries for teenage girls. “And besides, I’m not the one who’s done something wrong. Why should I be the one to leave?”

Neither of them had an answer to that.

“I’ve just arrived here,” Will said, looking directly into her blue eyes. “It seems like a community with great promise, should it ever move away from a system that relies on the enslavement of one its own. Yet from what I’ve been told this place is an earthly version of hell for you. I must ask: why do you want to stay? Don’t you want to leave?”

Elizabeth looked at the ground, her flaming red hair spilling over her shoulders as if to mask her face. “This is where I belong. I want to make it right, not leave it wrong. I know that I can make it right in time. I owe it to my mother, too. And to the people here who at least care enough to try to make this something other than hell on earth for me.” She looked up, and her blue eyes were moist with tears as she looked at Eva and then back to Will. “That is what I want, Mr. Stark. Do what you can to help that happen. I don’t need anyone trying to help me leave.”

Will simply nodded.

“The people here are overwhelmingly good,” Elizabeth said. “I know that to be true.” Will caught the quick flick of her eyes in his direction, a secret message only for him. “I want them to change. I don’t want them dead. If I leave, my father will pit them against each other and they will exterminate themselves vying for his favor. We have to expose him for what he is. We have to depose him, Mr. Stark. But I won’t kill him, or let anyone else kill him either. He’s my father. My greatest wish is that he will see this community thrive outside his control and realize how much his tactics prevented that improvement. What better punishment for a man so lustful for power and control, so desperate to find the secret to develop superhuman abilities, than to see them develop after he’s no longer in charge? I told you I won’t help the villagers develop the abilities they so desperately want, that they’re willing to watch me suffer so they can achieve them. They’ve not earned that right. But I will help them become people that I want to help reach those goals.”

Will smiled, and Eva joined him. Her spirit was generous and inclined to see and seek out the best in everyone. Though Arthur had wronged her, though she had every reason to want to see the man dead, she sought instead to teach him the error of his ways, and this from a girl who had rarely known kindness in her life. His admiration for this young woman, for the future version of her who would one day be his wife, grew ever greater.

“I will do what you wish,” Will said. “Tell me, and I will help you however I can.”

“As will I,” Eva said. “However, Will, we must first return to the center of our community; it is time for our midday meal, and everyone will be eager to greet us and collect their purchases and profits.” 

Will nodded, and with one last glance and smile at Elizabeth, he followed Eva out of the room and headed toward the front gate, leaving Elizabeth behind. The girl’s emotions trailed after him, a mixture of everything but happiness.

“I really thought she’d go along with that plan,” Eva mused, hefting a large sack full of coins and the slivers of wood recording the transactions from their journey.

“Yet I think that’s part of the issue,” Will said. “We made a plan, one heavily dependent on her acting in a certain way, but we never asked her what she wants to do. She’s never in her life, from what you’ve told me, had the freedom to do what she wants. From her very childhood, she’s been shuttled around from one cruel master to another, living purely to help them succeed in areas where they weren’t willing to suffer through the pain of progressing toward their goals. They work hard at everything but what they most want, and demand that ultimate sacrifice from one unable to refuse that demand. I can see why she’d be upset; we show up under the guise of helping her, and yet we expect her to behave in the way we tell her.” Will motioned to Eva, and she handed over the sack, allowing him to share the burden of carrying it.

“We aren’t telling her to do anything,” Eva hissed, the tense whisper coming out more harshly than she might have intended. “It is in her own best interest. We want her to succeed; doesn’t she know that?”

“I think she does,” Will said. “But we’ve not treated her as a human being either, have we? We’ve not asked if she wants help, or if she does, what form she wants it to take, or what she wants to do with her life. She’s developed incredible power, Eva; you know that as well as me. Perhaps she’s content to go through the guise of suffering to perform her own research without alerting anyone as to exactly how powerful she’s become.”

They were too near the village center for Eva to respond, but her face suggested she was thinking this through in depth. Perhaps, in the minds even of those who’d chosen to look out for her best interest, she was not a person, but a pawn to be manipulated to someone else’s ends.

They arrived at the opening near the gate. The horses they’d ridden and driven back were in the barns, watered and fed, and the carts they’d brought back sat there in their glory, the tarps still securely fastened down. The Traders would distribute out the requested purchases to each member of the community, along with the profits they’d earned from sales and the savings made on purchases. Eva’s careful notes scratched on the tree bark “paper” would ensure that nothing was taken before it was officially handed out. If they were short any item or any money, then all members of the community would find their rooms ransacked to locate the missing goods, and the guilty parties would be expelled immediately. “We had that happen once,” Eva had told him during the trip home. “I’d never seen a crowd so hostile to that point; it was matched only by the crowd that… well, when Genevieve died. This community does not like to feel cheated, regardless of the form. As you might expect, it hasn’t happened again.”

Once the community had assembled, Arthur jumped up on the seat of one of the carts in order to be seen by all. “Our Traders have returned!” he shouted, and the crowd roared with excitement. “I invite Eva forward to provide a full accounting of the journey and oversee the distribution of goods… and profits!” Louder cheers this time.

Arthur reached a hand down and assisted Eva up to the seat. She gave him a sideways glance, as if surprised by the friendly gesture, and then stood to face the crowd. “My friends, we come bearing news of our most profitable Trading mission to date. I believe most of you will find your profits to be quite extraordinary. I do want to give credit to our newest Trader, Will, whose gifts for trade are matched only by his courage.” The Traders applauded vigorously. The others looked toward Arthur, who was still perched on the wagon seat with Eva. After a noticeable pause, Arthur began to clap as well, and the rest of the community soon joined him. Eva shot Arthur a withering glare, and he returned a simpering smile her way.

Great, Will thought. Everything is a political power play, and I’m caught in the middle of it. It was concerning to see what amounted to battle lines being drawn, and the apparent inability of any villagers to act without some type of approval from Arthur. They couldn’t even cheer the news of tremendous profits without waiting to see if Arthur approved? He knows it, too. He waited just long enough to start clapping to make it clear to Eva that everyone follows his lead.

Eva began calling out groups: smiths, farmers, millers, weavers, carpenters, foragers. Each group came forward and received their specific purchase requests and an accounting of the financial aspects of the transaction. Will worked with the other Traders to locate their purchases in the wagons, and brought them forth as Eva called everything out. Most people purchased necessary supplies and raw materials: seeds, yeast, needles, farming tools, saws, hammers, cookware, and raw iron. Many also had requested various luxuries, including clothing, jewelry, and other items. Will hadn’t noticed it before, but the Traders were certainly more shabbily dressed on a daily basis than others. He imagined that they’d been putting their earnings into caring for Elizabeth for quite some time, and had spent little on themselves. He experienced a feeling of gratitude for their sacrifice on her behalf.

The process took hours, and was highly inefficient. Will would often have to search each cart for the correct supplies, and the supplies required for the person waiting were frequently buried at the bottom, rather than at the top where they would be easily accessible. He made a mental note to think through a better approach to their return trip; perhaps separating supplies by profession and calling each profession in order to ensure no digging was required. He also wondered if they might, perhaps, be better off setting up a store of the likes he knew in his time. Rather than trying to make individual purchases for people and then match them up, perhaps they could purchase popular items in bulk, and then sell at a profit within the community. He’d need to talk to the other Traders about that idea. He scowled, realizing that they’d only be able to try something that different after getting the approval from the other villagers, and more specifically, from Arthur. Given that the idea would come from Eva’s Traders… he knew already that the idea was doomed to failure.

It was nearly evening when the last individual received their money, supplies, and personal treasures. The Traders were exhausted, but happy, as Eva concluded the transactions by dropping fifty gold coins in each of their coin purses. They walked to the center of the community and had their fill of their evening meals, each dropping a copper in the hand of the cook, who ladled each a full bowl of a steaming beef and vegetable broth and a small loaf of bread. Many of their neighbors walked by, and called out words of thanks for the terrific profits they’d netted as the result of the Traders’ efforts.

As the sun set, Will made his way back to his room, next door to Eva’s. He’d not seen Elizabeth since that morning; she’d stayed put in Eva’s room all day. Apparently, Eva had “purchased” Elizabeth for the duration of their trip to watch her room, so as to prevent her from being treated poorly in their absence. Will had a hunch that Arthur wouldn’t honor that “purchase” since Eva wasn’t around to verify that it had been carried out. He wanted to speak with Elizabeth, find out just how far she’d progressed, and talk to her about what she wanted to accomplish and how he could help. He could check on how she’d been treated in their absence as well.

Will snapped his fingers and turned around. He walked to Arthur’s residence, and, unsure of social conventions of the time, used his own and knocked. Arthur opened the door. “Will!” he exclaimed. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

“I would like time with Elizabeth tomorrow.”

Arthur blinked, and then smiled. “Will, Elizabeth’s time is very valuable. I’m afraid she has quite a full calendar several months in advance.”

“I’ll give you a full gold coin instead of the usual silver coin.”

Arthur paused to consider it. “I’m not sure if that’s wise, Will. What will I tell Maynard? He has quite the temper, you know, and might not take kindly to having his schedule altered in that fashion.”

“I’m certain that the gold coin can prove quite useful in changing his mind and easing his excessive pain and grief over the matter, Arthur.”

Arthur chuckled. “You do have a way with words, Will, but unfortunately, words alone won’t enable me to talk to Maynard. However…” Arthur paused dramatically.

Will sighed. “What do you want, Arthur?”

“If I had a gold coin for my own troubles, and another to ease Maynard’s concerns, I believe we could make it happen.”

Will paused for a moment, pretending to consider the offer. “Deal,” he said. He pulled two of the coins from the bounty Eva had just distributed, and held them out to Arthur. “And I don’t expect any further negotiating, Arthur. I will be here after our morning bath tomorrow, and I do not expect to see Elizabeth walking away with Maynard or anyone else.”

Arthur nodded. “You will have no issues in that regard, I assure you. Do keep in mind the rules, however. Elizabeth is not to be terrorized or made to suffer needlessly. And she is not to be taken through the gate to the outside. Is that clear?”

Will frowned. “Not leave the gate? Why is that?”

Arthur sighed. “I fear my daughter has a great desire to see the world, and I dare say that if she ever leaves the security these walls provide as part of her daily work, her curiosity would drive her to escape her host and vanish from our midst. It is for her protection — and yours — that the rule has been made.”

The pause had made the message clear. Whoever lost Elizabeth would have an angry community rioting at them, much as they’d formed a mob to kill the girl’s mother. Anything preventing them from learning how to build the enhanced abilities they all so desperately sought would be at risk of serious injury.

Will nodded. “We will go to the Schola, then. You may lock the door after we enter to ensure there is no escape. For her safety, of course.”

Arthur nodded. “Then our transaction is done. I will notify Maynard, and see you in the morning, Will.”

He closed the door, and Will walked back to his room, wondering if he’d just acted the part of the hypocrite for paying Arthur for the privilege of talking to a supposedly free young woman.

XI

Cave

 

 

Will woke at dawn and rose from the cot he used for a bed. He had no blankets for cushioning and the cot was little more than a plank of wood. It was something he’d need to correct quickly; his back, though quite limber after the past few months of living and eating and exercising with the Alliance, was sore after the night’s sleep. He’d only slept through it for one night before going out on his first trip with the Traders, and he’d accepted the harsher sleeping conditions on the road. The bedding at the inn in Richland was comfortable, and Will wondered if he’d made a mistake in not purchasing blankets for his own use while he was there. Perhaps he could purchase some here in the village during the day.

He recognized that he’d need to spend these early morning hours, before the other villagers woke, doing his own Energy work. There were several skills he’d not practiced or perfected under Adam’s tutelage, and he’d need a private locale to use for that work. The diary, as he’d come to think of the notes sent via the paper scroll computer, had recommended working on invisibility and flying, with basic instructions for each. Once he found a spot suitable for practice, he’d use the same place to work with Elizabeth on her Energy skills. She’d need to learn to control and grow her Energy, or she’d risk exposing her development to people who wouldn’t take kindly to her progress. He’d teleport them both to the practice site, for he had no intention of walking out the gate with her and raising Arthur’s suspicions, especially after he’d offered to let Arthur lock them in the Schola for the day.

Will had only had a single chance to experience skill Adam had described as clairvoyance, and that experience came about by accident. Essentially, it enabled him to use his Energy to extend his senses of sight and hearing to remote locations. His brief work with nanos suggested he could probably accomplish similar functions with the tiny machines, but he knew he needed to get as much Energy work in as possible. He climbed back on his cot and sat with his back against the wall, closed his eyes, and projected Energy out of his body, attempting to “see” via a connecting strand. It was a practice much like running a long connecting cable from a remote video camera, and he found himself “seeing” the top of his own small room. He allowed his viewpoint to float upward to get a better view of the village and its surroundings.

The vast forest containing the small walled village was nestled between two rivers, both of which flowed north and merged into one larger river, north of the village. The two tributaries, which Eva had referred to as the Ealdor and Halwende rivers, cut through the forest before meeting and joining beyond the trees. To the east, nearer to the calmer Halwende, were larger clearings in the forest, where grasses and harvestable grains grew. That was where Will had arrived in the time machine. It was south of their primary bathing spot, and the trees to the north prevented any line of sight between the two spots. There had never been a chance that Will would be seen upon his arrival. The image of the village, situated in a roughly circular forest bisected by rivers flowing northeast and northwest to a convergence point, looked much like the future Aliomenti symbol he’d come to loathe. Was it a coincidence, or did the Aliomenti of the future eventually achieve the ability to see the world from this viewpoint and use it as both map and logo? He snorted at his doubt. Of course they’d get the ability. It was merely a matter of when.

He noticed an expanse of gray-colored terrain to the north, and wondered if that indicated the presence of a series of caves in the area. If he was able to locate one that was large and difficult to reach, he’d have the perfect spot for his own training and for Elizabeth’s as well. Will lowered his remote eyesight into the area, swooping down from the sky like a hawk descending on its prey, and found that the coloration did, in fact, mark a series of caves. The largest, at the top, was both spacious and nearly impossible for anyone to reach on foot, for the climb was fraught with sharp rocks and a nearly vertical incline. Satisfied, he cemented the picture of the area in his memory for later teleportation. He recalled his Energy, and found the experience of ending this session was much like waking from a deep sleep. He blinked several times to reorient himself, climbed off the cot, and exited his room. He walked to the front of the community and joined the growing crowd of people waiting for the departure for the morning bath in the cool waters of the Halwende River, accepting the compliments of those still enthralled at the tremendous profits he’d helped them earn on the Trading trip to Richland.

Eva gave him an odd look as they walked toward the gate, but said nothing. He wondered if she’d detected the Energy he’d expended on his clairvoyant journey; this wasn’t the time to discuss such matters, however.

Though he’d only participated twice, the morning bath provided Will with a sense of routine and normalcy. It was a time for socializing and laughter, much as those in his time socialized over morning coffee or tea in office buildings. Once they returned to the village, it would be time for all of them to begin their daily work. Will caught a glimpse of Arthur talking to Maynard, a huge, hulking beast of a man who worked as a smith forging weapons. At one point, Maynard looked in Will’s direction, glaring, but then his gaze was distracted by a gold coin. The man seemed pleased with the money, but the gaze was still anything but friendly.

Will spent his bathing time trying to rationalize what he’d done the night before to secure time with Elizabeth. He’d chided all of them for “buying” Elizabeth’s time, had called it slavery, and had said he’d never do so. Yet he’d gone to Arthur and had bartered a higher price for her time this day. Was he any better, playing into the system? At this point, he reasoned, he had no choice; Elizabeth had made it clear that she didn’t want to change the system designed to enrich her father at her expense; she wanted to use the system to change him. He had also decided he would pay Elizabeth five gold coins as well, to help her start to develop savings she would need when she one day walked free. She could keep the coins in the cave; no one in the community needed to know she had any money, least of all her father. Will hoped to spring her free upon the world, away from the tyranny in this tiny would-be kingdom, and for her to survive on the outside, she’d need a large amount of money. This would be his method of getting as much of his money as necessary to her. He knew he could get more at any time; he could learn a craft and secretly build items for trade in the cave, teleport to a far-off city the Traders would never try to reach, and sell them. As best he could tell, he didn’t need money for anything to survive here outside the daily copper for food and the rare handful of silver coins for clothing, boots, and blankets; if necessary, he was confident he could forage what he needed to survive even if he gave all his money to Elizabeth.

Arthur whistled, an indication that it was time to head back to the village. Will joined the others in wading out of the frigid waters, shivering and feeling more alert in the cool morning air. Though it was summer, the northern location meant that the mornings were still relatively cool, and he once again lamented his lack of blankets for warmth. He could certainly warm himself with his Energy, but had decided since his arrival in the past to limit his actual usage within the village to what was absolutely necessary. He’d elected, before meeting anyone in the past, to prevent the discovery of his skills until the villagers were ready to learn of them. Now that he’d met several of them, he felt his decision was a wise one.

Maynard trotted up to him. Though Will had lessened his height by several inches, he was still the tallest man in the community, but Maynard was a close second. Where Will was lean, however, Maynard burst with muscle. In Will’s day, he suspected that Maynard would be a man who’d spend hours every day in a gym working out.

“Why the rush to work with her, Will?” Maynard asked. “It’s not like she’s going anywhere.” His voice gave Will chills; there was no warmth or humanity there, reminiscent of the way The Assassin spoke in the distant future.

Will shrugged. “I have some theories I’d like to test out. I don’t care to wait to do so.”

Maynard looked at him. “I heard you were pretty unreal on that Trade mission. That you just knew exactly what to say to everyone, without fail, every time. Also heard you apparently took out some criminals as well. You holding out on us, Will?” His fingers tapped the hilt of his sword. Maynard clearly lacked respect for a man who was unarmed, and had little concern about dropping veiled threats of violence.

Will glanced at him. “Don’t trust rumors, Maynard.”

Maynard snorted. “I’m just saying, Will… it doesn’t end well around here for people who withhold useful knowledge from the main man.”

Will rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m sure I have a great deal to fear from Arthur.”

“And don’t you forget it, Will. You learn something, you talk… or else.”

“You don’t scare me, Maynard. Save it.”

“Who said you would be the one to suffer for your misdeeds, Will?” Maynard asked, arching an eyebrow. He chortled, and then walked away.

Will didn’t care for the sound of that. He knew that Elizabeth could take of herself, and even more so after he had the chance to work with her. But if Arthur and Maynard set a mob on her as they had apparently done with her mother, she’d struggle mightily.

When the villagers returned, most stood by the fires that were burning in the metal forges and the giant ovens used for baking and cooking, letting the heat dry out their clothing and hair. Will joined in, but eventually grew impatient and headed back to his room, where he used his Energy to heat his clothing and evaporate the moisture. He wondered if he could figure out a way to teach them to channel the heat from those flames and funnel it into each room; it couldn’t be pleasant here in the winter. It would be quite an evolutionary achievement from a technology perspective. That, of course, was a reputed hallmark of the Aliomenti, and he realized he’d almost have to be part of those achievements, especially early on. It was easy to be a few centuries ahead of everyone when your number included a man from a thousand years into the future.

Before leaving his room, Will, on a hunch, collected a few coins from his coin purse and dropped them in his pocket, and paid an extra copper coin to get two loaves of bread he and Elizabeth could eat later on that day. 

The villagers had all begun their respective work chores as Will walked toward the entry of the village. He knocked on Arthur’s door, which opened at once. “Ah, Will!” Arthur said, speaking in an unnaturally loud voice. “So good to see you this morning! Have you your coin? I do have others eager to take your spot if you don’t.”

Too predictable, Will thought. He’d suspected that Arthur would try to “forget” about the arrangement they’d made, at a minimum trying to get the usual daily fee out of him. He hadn’t suspected the threat of reverting back to Elizabeth’s scheduled appointment with Maynard, though it was a moot point. He pulled the silver coin from his pocket and dropped it into Arthur’s hand, starting the coin a foot above the man’s open palm. It was unmistakable that Will had paid the fee. Arthur tried, without success, to hide his disappointment, but recovered quickly. “A pleasure doing business with you, Will.”

Arthur led the way to the room next door. “Elizabeth!” he shouted. “Your day awaits. Move quickly!”

The girl opened the door and stepped out. Her eyes looked bloodshot, as if she hadn’t slept much, and she looked quite sleepy despite having only recently returned from the frigid morning bath. She glanced at Will, and a look of surprise covered her face. Arthur frowned. “Will and Maynard switched days, so you will spend your time in the Schola today with him. And to ensure you don’t try to flee, as you often have before, I have Will’s permission to lock the door and seal you both in.” A look of triumph covered Arthur’s face, and Will could sense Elizabeth’s disappointment in his agreement to such terms. Had she thought he might help her to escape that very day? Had she intended to try with Maynard on watch? She’d been adamant about not leaving until she’d completed her mission in this town. Or was it rather that she was disappointed that he’d not fought Arthur with more gusto on those terms?

Little did she know that such terms were exactly what Will wanted. They’d prevent anyone from checking in on them, and finding that they’d left the village unnoticed.

Arthur led the way to the Schola building and removed a large key from his pocket. Will remembered that Arthur was a locksmith, and it was only logical that he possessed a key to the Schola. Will wondered if Arthur’s key was the only one. Arthur undid the lock and opened the door, leading the way into the building. He lit the candles found on the tables inside the room. “I shall return at midday to let you out for your meal.”

“There is no need,” Will replied. He removed the loaves of bread from his oversized pockets and set them on a table. “I’ve prepared so that we may work through until evening. Do not interrupt us until then.”

Arthur raised an eyebrow at this statement, but nodded. “As you wish.” He stepped out and closed the door behind him. Will could hear the lock being fastened outside, and heard the sound of Arthur checking the lock to ensure it was securely fastened.

He turned to look at Elizabeth. The girl had seated herself at one of the tables, a forlorn look on her face. Will sat down across from her. “Why are you sad?” he asked, his voice quiet.

Her face snapped to him. “You know,” she snarled. “You know how to do all of this, yet only now do you show up? Why did you wait until now? Why didn’t you get here in time to save my mother?”

Because our children sent me a thousand years into the past and this is when I arrived, he thought. “I wish the timing had been different, Elizabeth. I heard about your mother, and I truly wish I’d been here in time to make a difference. I cannot change what happened to her. I can only do my best to ensure that the same doesn’t happen to you.” He looked at the floor.

She looked at him, and he could sense her Energy trying to test him, to sense his emotions and thoughts. He projected directly into her head. You can always talk to me in this fashion, and I will always listen.

Her eyes went wide. I’ve never met anyone else able to do this. Mother was only beginning to gain the ability. Eva… I think Eva is close, but she doesn’t trust what she’s hearing to be someone else. Not yet.

Will smiled. There are many things you’ll learn to do, as will Eva and others. Would you like to see?

Her emotions were conflicted, a mix of fear and curiosity. Curiosity won. She nodded.

Would you like to leave these walls? Just for a short time? It’s entirely your choice.

She considered this. She’d never been allowed to make her own choices before. How? We’re locked in this room.

Will grinned. Just say the word. The locks don’t matter.

Elizabeth tried to avoid showing her eagerness to see what he intended, but failed. OK. Show me.

He held out a hand, and she took it. He teleported them into the cave.

Elizabeth screamed, and tried to pull away. “Relax,” he said, his voice soothing. “We just need light.” He held up his hand, and his Energy danced from his palm, lighting up his face. Her face lit up as well, and he could see the wonder and awe as she watched the ball of Energy expand to cover the interior of the cave, flooding the dome with light.

“How… how did we get here? How are you making that light?”

“That warmth you feel inside? That’s called Energy,” Will explained. “You can learn to move it around, inside and outside your body. You can learn to increase the amount of Energy you can hold in your body and how much you can generate on your own. As you gain more, you’ll develop new abilities and be able to perform others more easily, more powerfully. I will help you learn to use your Energy to protect yourself as well.” He smiled. “You can probably make light on your own. I’m able to move myself instantly to another location; we’re several miles from the village right now. While we’re here, we won’t be disturbed, and can work without worry on building your skills.”

Elizabeth’s look of awe was replaced with one of mischief. “I have learned to do several things on my own,” she said, eyes twinkling. “I have used the warmth to destroy the bad foods before they can hurt me. I have used it to make me look sick. I have used it to know which foods and grasses and roots actually make the warmth. And I have used it to take money from my father.” Her smile at this news lit up her entire face.

Will cocked his head. “How?”

“I have been able to move my Energy into his house and use it to touch the money. And in the past few months I have been able to move them into my room.”

Will was intrigued. “Are you making the coins float into your room?”

She shook her head. “No. I am… pulling them straight to me.”

Will burst out laughing. “So all of the coins your father is collecting…?”

“Are ending up with me. He has no idea that he has far less than he imagines.”

Will stopped laughing. “That’s… justice.”

Elizabeth looked at the ground. “I still feel like I’m stealing, though.”

“People are paying money for your time, not your father’s. Those coins always should have gone to you. I do believe that if you were to let it be known that you know the correct steps to take to develop these abilities, and that you’ll teach only those who directly pay you — and only you — for that information, that you’d become quite wealthy.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Yet it doesn’t solve the problem. I want my father to choose to do the right thing. All of these ideas and plans, they’re wonderful. I do appreciate the thought you and Eva and the others have put into them. But I will not leave until my father realizes the wrong he has done and tries to make it right. I want him to say he’s sorry. I want him… to be a good man.”

Will’s face fell. “Elizabeth…”

She shook her head. “I know what you’re going to say, Will. Even without reading your mind. But I will not believe that my father is an evil man at his core. They cannot hurt me, Will. I will let the system continue until he recognizes the evil in it. But I will not tell any of them what I know. Eva has figured out some of it, and a few others are starting to understand a small amount. But until my father repents, until each person says they’re sorry, I will not help them learn what I know.”

Will nodded. This spirit, this willingness to bear any difficulty to ensure that the right thing was always done… this is what had drawn him to the young woman he knew as Hope.

“I respect that, Elizabeth. My offer still stands, though. I will help you however you want me to help you.”

The girl with the flaming red hair smiled. “Teach me how to get more Energy, and show me how you got us here. The last time I was here, I had to walk.”

Will blinked, surprised. “You’ve been here before?”

She nodded. “I hid here for several days after Mother… left us.” The grief etched into her young face, and the depth of sadness bombarding his empathy senses, broke his heart. “It’s where I realized for the first time that I could do something with that warmth. I wanted to die, or run… but during those days here in this cave, I realized that they couldn’t hurt me any more, or threaten me, because they’d already taken everything I value from me. I’d stay and fight in my own fashion, to make my father find the good in him, and to prove to me that I’m not… like him. Like what he’s been.”

She wanted him to reform, because she feared that she was destined to be like him. If he couldn’t reform… to her, it meant that she, too, was evil at her core and would one day brandish her own form of wrongdoing. She needed the reassurance that it wasn’t preordained.

He held out his hand, and she took it. “Let’s go build up your Energy. To do that, we need to go visit the forest.” Together, they left the cave, forging the start of a relationship that would last a millennium. And the Energy they shared with the forest on that day, and on their trips to the cave for future training, left the forest buzzing with Energy and healthy trees and underbrush and vegetation, a situation likely to enhance the Energy development of any who unlocked those skills.

XII

Scheme

 

 

“Why does that work?” Elizabeth asked.

They’d worked on some basic Energy manipulation to start. She’d learned much on her own, but had never learned how to “recharge” after using Energy for tasks, and as such had to wait until her body rebuilt Energy on its own. Will taught her the standard approaches of breathing deeply and pulling the natural Energy flowing in the air into her body. It was the technique that Adam had taught him. Will then shared with her his discovery: that pushing Energy into living things like trees had a synergistic effect, leading to the sender receiving back more Energy than they’d supplied. Both sender and receiver would find themselves in a feedback loop, with the Energy growth accelerating the longer the connection was maintained. Will had never tried to maintain the link for long periods of time, for he’d always been worried about being caught, either by Adam and others in the Alliance, or later by the Hunters. Elizabeth would have the same problem; they’d need to get back to the Schola by mid-afternoon to avoid anyone figuring out that they’d somehow escaped a locked, windowless building.

Her question was one that Will had long wondered about as well. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I just saw a small tree that looked like it could use some help, and Energy was the only thing I could give. I found out by accident. But I suspect it’s simply a case that the act of giving always provides just as much benefit to the giver than the receiver, if not more.”

“Perhaps that’s why so many in our village fail to succeed,” Elizabeth said, her voice quiet. “They seek only to take; if they’d learn to give, they’d have far more than they could imagine.”

Will nodded in agreement.

They spent time working on Shielding — though few would be able to sense any Energy from her right now, there might come a point where she’d make use of the skill — and then he had her try teleportation, warning her that it required large amounts of Energy to complete, and that she might feel quite drained. “That’s good,” she said, a dry smile on her face. “It’s best I look worn down when Father comes to retrieve me.”

To Will’s surprise, she was able to move about ten yards at a time. “That’s excellent!” he said. “You’re progressing very well!”

She beamed, clearly unaccustomed to any type of compliment. He had her spend time recharging again, and then, to their mutual regret, he took her hand and teleported her back into the Schola.

The building felt especially cramped and stuffy after spending so much time outdoors. The candles were burning low, and they took the time to light a new set. The room had been built without windows, which was because it had been built at a time when ten runaway slaves desperately needed shelter from winter weather, and windows would have detracted from that requirement. “Father believes that research should be done in total privacy and free of all distraction,” Elizabeth said. “If there are distractions, you might miss a key point and in so doing risk not finding key ingredients to the formula for unlocking abilities.” She snorted. “That’s what he tells people, and they believe it. The reality is that he fears people will figure something out and sneak the core ingredients out without telling him, or, in my case, use a window above the wall to escape to the outside. Father is like that, Will. Never trust what he says; watch what he does. His actions and words rarely communicate the same message.”

Will nodded. “I’ve made that discovery. That’s why he told everyone, all those years ago, that you had volunteered to test everything, wasn’t it? In truth, he was afraid of the pain, or suffering, or sickness, or death that might actually come to him, and so he told everyone you’d volunteered to do it for them.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Nobody seemed to figure out that a six-year-old girl can’t make that type of promise, or actually understand what she’s offering to put herself through. And nobody stopped to ask why, if I was volunteering, that they’d have to pay Father. He made them believe it, and between the money and promises of loyalty, he became royalty here. He does no other work. He does not farm, or forage for wood and berries, or make things of wood or metal, or cook food for anyone. He simply makes certain that everyone mistrusts each other, and as such the only true friend they have is him, and collects his pieces of silver every day.”

Will nodded, amazed at the level of perception this sixteen-year-old girl — no, young woman — possessed. This wasn’t simply accessing thoughts and emotions to truly understand someone; this was the shrewd, intelligent young woman he remembered meeting a decade earlier in his life. “You still love him, don’t you?”

She lowered her head to the ground, her flaming red hair falling forward to hide her face. “I have to love him, Will. He’s my father. I must believe there is good in him, though it’s as hidden as the abilities he so desperately wants. If there’s no good in him… perhaps that means there’s no good in me, either.” His heart ached at the pain in those words.

Her head snapped up, her eyes full of challenge. “Don’t pity me,” she snapped. Such was the joy of conversations with people with strong empathic skills.

Will nodded his head. “My apologies.”

A faint smile appeared. “For the curse of who my father is, or for feeling sorry for me?”

Will smiled back. “Mostly the former. I can’t help but wish it were otherwise for you.”

She shrugged. “It was difficult at the beginning, but after a while I realized something triggered the… what did you call it? Energy? I started sneaking previous items out once I noticed this Energy, because there was so much talk about these stories the Travelers told that we were always looking for something to happen. So if it was happening, I needed to know what was causing it. I traced it back to just a couple of herbs, but they worked very, very well. The first time I took both of them I got really sick, but after that I was fine. I was only eight at the time, so I’d been Father’s little volunteer for about two years. People were used to me getting sick, and none of them cared. They just wanted me to get well so they could make me try something else. I got pretty efficient at looking sick and unhealthy, and I think the Energy helped me look like I wanted to look. I didn’t want them to see me looking better, and have them realize something was happening, so I tried to look worse. It worked. Nobody suspected a thing.”

“So you were eight years old and were scheming to prevent others from figuring out what you knew?” Will tried to put an accusatory tone in his words, but he couldn’t keep himself from smiling.

“I wanted them to realize what they were doing was wrong, Will. If I looked healthier and they pieced together the combination, they’d consider my sacrifice worthwhile, and never regret it for an instant. If any of them were to realize the error of their ways and treat me well, I’d let them see things working. Eva was the first one. Some of the other Traders as well.”

“What happened to your mother?” Will asked, his voice gentle.

Her face fell again. “I’d rather not talk about it.” She looked away from him.

Will sighed. “I know you don’t, Elizabeth. But you’re the only one who can tell me exactly what happened, and why. Eva’s shared what she knows, but it’s not enough. I can’t protect you if—”

“I don’t need to be protected!” Elizabeth shouted. “I need to be treated as the person I am, not someone else’s idea of who I am!”

Will held up his hands as Elizabeth’s eyes streamed with tears. “I’m sorry. I’m doing a poor job of this. I am here to help you in whatever way I can. Tell me how I can help.”

She glared at him. “Leave me alone. And don’t ask me about her again.”

He ignored her request. “Tell me how you plan to change them.”

She didn’t answer.

“Are planning to try to… encourage them? With the Energy?”

Surprise covered her face. “You can do that?”

Will sighed. “Yes, you can. I prefer to avoid it. But yes, just as you can sense emotions, you can push Energy charged with an emotion to a person and it will influence how they feel. But if you did that in this case, then…”

“Then none of them have truly changed,” she said, sounding deflated. Her principles were rock solid; Will suspected most people in her situation would have given into the temptation to impose their will on others. The fact that she didn’t… well, it simply reminded him of who this young woman would grow up to become.

“This wasn’t an option you had before, though,” Will noted. “It’s clear to me you’ve been thinking about this for a great deal of time. How were you hoping to achieve your goal before?”

Elizabeth glanced at him and looked away.

“Please, tell me,” Will said, moving closer to her. “I do want to help you achieve your goal, in whatever way you’d like me to help. What can I do?”

Elizabeth turned back toward him, and Will gasped in shock. Elizabeth suddenly looked as if she were deathly ill and had been subjected to physical assaults. Her left eye appeared swollen shut; her face was beaded with sweat and covered with bruises; her flaming red hair matted to her forehead. Her skin was pale and sickly.

“This is how,” she said, in a voice far too strong to match her appearance. “I want them to see what they’re doing to me, the harm they’re causing, and realize that what they’re doing is wrong. I want them to choose to do the right thing. When they do the right thing, then I will help them.” Even as Will watched, the artificial injuries faded and her skin returned to its normal, healthy glow. But not too healthy; she wanted to look worn down and ailing even on her supposed good days.

“That’s… amazing.” Will felt he was understating the miraculous skills the young woman possessed to alter her appearance. He then realized he’d reduced his height by several inches a few weeks earlier; this was a similar application of the skill.

“You can help me,” she said simply. “Try the foods I test. Make yourself look sickly as a result. Perhaps seeing you — a very tall, seemingly healthy man — suddenly fall ill will aid the cause.”

Will nodded. “I’ll do that.” He nodded at the row of canisters on the wall. “Grab a few of those items and throw them on the table.”

She gave him a look that clearly said she didn’t like orders. “It needs to be items you’ve not used before. I don’t know what you’ve tried, or I’d pick them out myself. You’ll want to hurry, because your father is on his way.”

Her mouth formed an “oh” and she darted to the walls of shelves, flitting like a bumblebee among flowers, and she returned with a half-dozen different roots, berries, and herbs. Will put his hand near them and gave a small burst of Energy, crumbling the roots and herbs into a powder form. As they heard Arthur outside, Elizabeth picked up the powder in her hand and resumed some of her sickly appearance. Will adopted a studious appearance, as if monitoring her reaction.

The door opened, and Arthur stood there. Both Will and Elizabeth blinked, their eyes adjusting to the sunlight. Will faced Arthur, a stern look on his face, while Elizabeth sat hunched over at the table, looking at the powdered concoction with revulsion. Arthur took all of this in and smiled. “I take it your day went well, Will?”

Will shrugged. “No breakthroughs. Elizabeth was just about to try one last combination.” He turned and looked at her. “Weren’t you?”

Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. She shook her head slowly, then with more vigor. “N-n-n-no… I… I thought… I thought we were done.” Will could feel the emotion coming from her; she was enjoying this charade, but only because it had the potential to change Arthur..

Will narrowed her eyes at her. “I say we’re not done. Finish it!” He did his best to look menacing, which was difficult as he heard her laughing in his head.

Elizabeth shook her head again. “No… the smell… it will taste… awful… I’ll be sick…”

Will rose to his feet, the tallest man in the community even after his self-imposed height reduction. He marched around the table. “You will do as I tell you!” he snapped.

Looking mortified, Will watched as Elizabeth poured the mixture into her mouth. He located a small pitcher of water, poured the liquid into a clay mug, and handed it to her, careful to keep his look expressionless, a man looking simply to gather information.

This stuff is great! Elizabeth’s voice sang in his head. It’s one of the items that helped me out, and a few others that add a nice taste to it. She choked, seized the cup of water, and gulped it down, letting the tears flow. The tears were real, Will decided. She was crying with laughter.

Will watched her for a few moments, but his focus was on the thoughts and emotions from Arthur. Elizabeth allowed her skin to become pale and clammy, and she wrapped her arms around her stomach as she began to wail. “It burns! It’s going to eat through me!” She fell to her knees, gasping, and looked up at Arthur, tears in her eyes. “Please… Father… make it stop!”

Arthur leaned in closer, oblivious to her suffering. “Did it work?” he whispered.

Will wanted to punch the man. Or vomit. Preferably on Arthur.

Elizabeth’s tears intensified, and she collapsed to the ground. Will wasn’t sure if that was faked as well, or the genuine grief of a young woman whose only living parent cared nothing for her or her suffering. Her sobs gradually stopped, and she fell into a deep quiet, as of one asleep or unconscious.

Will glanced at Arthur. “It appears we are no closer to finding answers, Arthur. Perhaps we can recruit more volunteers to test? With only one, we are limited in the number of combinations we can try, and we must wait until she recovers to try again.”

Will sensed fear from Arthur, but the man moved smoothly into his response. “Will, I fear that would be unwise. You see, we know that sickness or other maladies may appear after one ingests some of these items, and the degree may be intensified by combining them. If we spread that risk out, we may find ourselves incapacitated as a community for many days. What would happen if our farmers or smiths or carpenters or foragers were unable to work for days at a time? Elizabeth has recognized this fact for many years, and has been serving ably in this fashion.”

“What if there were additional volunteers, though? What if there were a group of our neighbors who could be sidelined for a few days without harming the rest? We could make much greater progress in that fashion. It will also help us to determine if one must reach a certain age before anything actually works.”

Will could sense the man’s thoughts. Arthur knew he couldn’t simply dismiss the idea outright, so he had to listen. But he knew that adding any adults to the mix meant he’d lose income. Why would anyone pay him to “hire” Elizabeth — Will cringed inwardly at the word — if others truly had volunteered, and there was no way to convince the rest that Arthur needed compensation for their time? “Will, all of our residents are essential to the success of this community, and we cannot afford any losses. Every single person is necessary every single day—”

“I disagree, Arthur.”

Careful, Elizabeth’s voice sounded in his head. He doesn’t like people disagreeing with him.

Arthur raised an eyebrow. “Really? Who around here doesn’t work every day? Who around here do you — a new resident, I might add — think is not essential every day?” The threat was there; Arthur feared Will would name him as the nonessential person, as did Elizabeth. That was a challenge that would undoubtedly get him banished for good.

But Will had other ideas. “The Traders.”

Arthur cocked his head. “You’re saying that the group you’re part of, the group that just returned with ample profits and the supplies we need… you’re saying that group is not essential to our success?”

“I’m saying the community functions fine each time the Traders leave to go on Trading missions. Between missions, yes, Traders can do work as farmers or foragers or carpenters; but the community functions fine while we’re gone. Right? If that weren’t true, we would have returned after our week’s journey to find the rest of you incapacitated, or worse. No, Arthur, the community has adapted each time the Traders have left in the past — including the only Mission I’ve participated in. It could survive just as well if a Trader fell ill for a few days.”

Will could sense the rising panic in Arthur Lowell. Will terrified the man, for Will wasn’t mesmerized by his words, or fooled by his empty rhetoric. And Arthur knew he’d have to deal with Will, and likely as not a more senior Trader who’d put such ideas in his head. “That’s a very interesting theory, Will. I’d like some time to think over your proposal.”

Will nodded. “Take all the time you’d like, Arthur. I’ll talk to the Traders. It will be several weeks before we need to Trade again, so we should be able to get quite a bit of testing done before we leave.”

Arthur’s eyes widened, and Will enjoyed the riotous laughter from Elizabeth in his mind as the man spluttered out his response. “But I haven’t told you my opinion on the matter yet! How would you go about such a thing?”

Will frowned, a puzzled expression on his face. “I’m not sure I follow. Elizabeth volunteers each day and has full access to this building and the potential unlocking substances. Would other volunteers not be able to do the same?”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “I have the key.”

One mystery. Arthur had the only key to the building. “You’re denying me the ability to test myself, then? Even if that’s what I choose to do? And others as well?”

“I own the key, Stark. And I’ll use it as I see fit.”

“I’d also note that you previously asked me to serve as the village doctor,” Will said.

Arthur blinked at the change in the conversation. “I did. Have you cured anyone yet?” There was a sneer in his tone.

“No, thankfully, there have been no injuries, and no one has gotten sick. But I suspect that the Schola stores many plants and herbs useful in healing. I’d like the opportunity to take inventory.” Will arched an eyebrow, knowing the Arthur was cornered. Word of Will serving as the village doctor had spread throughout the community when he’d arrived; to hear he’d been denied access to the Schola, where many mysterious plants and herbs were stored, would undermine Arthur.

“I… shall see about getting you access to perform an inventory. And I shall ensure that you have further access at such time as you need to retrieve something… to help someone who is sick or injured.”

Will smiled. “I thought that’s what you’d say.” He walked over to Elizabeth, bent down, and picked her up. She feigned sleep, but contentment flooded his Empathy senses; he’d done well by her account. There was still a tinge of sadness, however, for Arthur clearly wasn’t turning against his past freely, despite her suffering.

“What are you doing?” Arthur snapped.

“Carrying her home. It appears that today’s session has made her ill, and she’s unable to return home without assistance. As the village doctor, it’s my responsibility to make sure she’s adequately cared for. She needs to sleep and build up her energy. And possibly…” Will glanced back at Arthur. “Something in here to help her fully recover. You might want to leave the door unlocked. It will save you time.” Will could feel Arthur’s open-mouthed stare burning into him as he left the Schola.

Elizabeth shook with silent laughter all the way back to her room, curled contentedly in Will’s arms.
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“This is insane,” Eleanor said.

Will had explained his idea to the Traders. They’d spend their downtime between missions — or at least parts of it — working in the Schola and learning what they could. They’d essentially fulfill the same role that Elizabeth had been performing on her own for a decade, but they would truly be volunteers. No one would rent their services from another and demand research from them; it would truly be a free choice they’d make.

“It’s not intended to be a daily activity,” Will said. “You spend most days between missions helping out in areas that function fine during your absence, as you’ve always done. If we each did one or two days between missions, that’s another dozen rounds of research… and whichever one of us actually finds the combination becomes the first one living here to develop those abilities. And… we’re setting an example for the rest of the community. We can simply explain that we want to speed up the results, and we’re willing to spend a few days a month doing our part.” He smiled. “It probably wouldn’t hurt to mention that one needn’t pay a fee to Arthur to make progress in this fashion.”

“I don’t like it,” Eleanor said. “What if we all get so sick that we can’t go Trading? What if… what if one of us actually dies from this? It’s not right.”

“You aren’t concerned that an innocent girl has suffered those exact maladies? Or that she might die from it?” Will’s eyes narrowed.

Eleanor looked at the ground, swaying in obvious discomfort, her toe tracing the dirt. She looked up, her face hard. “Better her than one of us. She adds no value to this community. After more than a decade of experimentation we have no results.”

Will had never hit a woman in his life, and it took all of his strength to maintain that streak. “It could be argued the same for us. We do nothing that couldn’t already be done by others, a point proven each time we leave to go Trade, and our best work happens infrequently. Yet there’s a payoff for everyone for that supposed lack of contribution. By having us available to make those Trading runs, everyone gains wealth. If we were to adjust to having us hold full-time spots with the farmers or smiths or weavers, then our departure would mean less food to eat and less metalwork to sell. Yet that financial payoff is nothing compared to what will happen when the people in this community finally unlock the secrets to those abilities. Don’t you want to be part of that?”

Eleanor shook her head. “The risk is too great. I will not risk my health and my life, especially when it seems obvious that there will never be a payoff like Arthur promises. There are only so many foods and plants in the world, Will. Surely by now our Travelers have found all of them? Surely after ten years, Elizabeth has tested out every one of them in the Schola, in all possible combinations? If she’s found nothing … then there’s nothing to find. This is all a foolish dream spearheaded by Arthur as a means of controlling us and enriching himself.”

Will sighed, in part because he agreed with her regarding Arthur’s motivations. “The world is large, Eleanor; the Travelers have not reached every part of it. Perhaps even now one returns with the confirmed answers we seek. Perhaps even now, the substances we need are in the Schola, needing only to be consumed in sufficient quantities over a period of time, or prepared in a specific way. Why quit now? It can be done, Eleanor; the Travelers, I’m told, have seen people with these abilities, seen it themselves, and thus I believe others can do the same. Isn’t that a worthy goal? If you never take risks, you’ll never reach your full potential.”

Eleanor shook her head. “I’m a widow, Will, and spent many years after as a virtual slave. Now I’m free. I’m a woman, and yet I hold a position of prominence in this community. I was never permitted to own anything; now I have my own money and can buy whatever I choose. I was married to a man by the choice of my parents and bore children for him though I did not love him; here I am free to be own person and choose the relationships I wish to have. My family was murdered by an invading army; our location here is secret and the walls are secure, and I am safe. My wealth continues to grow, my health continues to improve. I have no desire to throw it all away on some foolish fantasy of developing magical abilities.”

Eva shook her head. “You have essentially called my brother a liar, Eleanor. He saw it himself, has spoken to those who can do these things. I, for one, think it’s foolish not to do what I can to help. Will is right. I will volunteer as well.”

Eleanor’s face was one of pity, rather than anger. “I hope you don’t come to regret that choice.”

“And I hope the same for you, Eleanor,” Eva replied, her eyes flashing. “I will tell you this now: should I discover the secret combinations, I will ensure that no one shares it with you. You are content with your current self and turned down the opportunity to learn this on your own. If, when given this chance, you refuse… well, I will make certain that you will not grow beyond where you are, the state you truly love, on the shoulders of those braver than you.” She scowled. “And frankly, that goes for everyone not willing to do this themselves.”

Eleanor stormed away.

“That went well,” Will said, arching an eyebrow.

Eva glared at him. Then she faced Aldus, Gerald, and Matilda. “I don’t know where each of you stands on this plan, and I don’t care to know. If you wish to volunteer, then do so. I have made my choice. I will test once per week each week and will stop one week before we leave on each Trading mission. Will, I believe it is best if you and I stagger our tests. I will take Monday, if you will take Thursdays.”

Will nodded.

“Might I suggest Wednesdays for Will?” Gerald asked. “That would leave a gap between us if I take Fridays.”

“I’ll take Tuesdays,” Matilda said.

“If it’s okay with you, Will,” Aldus said, smiling, “I’ll take Wednesdays if you’d like to take Thursdays?”

Will smiled and nodded. “Thursdays it is.”

Eva smiled, a rare sight, and her face erased any remaining gloom from Eleanor’s earlier departure. “Thank you. This will be of great benefit to Elizabeth, and she’s had precious little help in this regard from anyone, including me. Especially not since Genevieve’s death. My request is that you keep anything you learn from those not willing to participate, and should Elizabeth be there with you… make sure you try to convince those she’s with to participate in the research as well.” With nods of deep resolve, the Traders dispersed.

Eva looked at Will. “Have you given thought to what you might be doing the other six days of each week? I sense you’re not one to simply stand back and watch others do all of the work.”

Will smiled. “I guess I’m pretty easy to read.”

Eva laughed. “What skills do you have that you can perform around here? You’re obviously skilled at Trading. Do you think your… other skills… might be useful in any specific area?”

Will sighed. “I don’t know. But I’d like to move from group to group and see what I can do to help each of them. Perhaps my other skills will help me to think of ways to improve how we handle each of the major craft areas.”

Eva’s gaze narrowed. “Be careful, Will. People don’t like being told how to do their jobs, especially by one as inexperienced as you.”

Will nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

He left Eva’s room. It had been quite crowded with all of them in there. They needed to find a place to meet as a group. He wondered if he could use the cave, and decided against it. That space was reserved just for him and Elizabeth; should any others develop Energy abilities, he’d use the cave to train them there as well.

Will walked among the shops and the Stores, simply watching what people were doing. He chatted with those plying their trade, explaining that his previous trade was, simply, Trading, and he was trying to determine where he could best help the community. Perhaps aided by the financial gain they’d experienced in no small part due to Will’s skills, everyone was eager to talk to him and convince him of the superiority of their craft, and the always-urgent need for more hands. None seemed terribly concerned by Will’s lack of skill in their area, and his senses detected that he’d become something of a valuable piece in the social hierarchy. The group that landed the mysterious newcomer Will Stark would be the envy of the community.

Will sighed inwardly. People were always trying to win the status wars, rather than simply trying to do the right thing.

Will’s primary skill wasn’t trading. It was problem-solving. As he walked through the community, watching the bakers bake and the smiths forge, and as he walked with the hunters and foragers collecting food from outside the walls, and as he watched the farmers tend the crops they’d planted, he found one thing all of them needed.

Water.

The bakers would spend great amounts of time fetching water used in the baking process, and additional water to clean out their oven-safe dishes and mixing tools. The smiths needed water to cool hot metal, potters needed water to mold clay, foragers to clean the foodstuffs gathered in the forests. The farmers, of course, needed water to ensure their crops were adequately hydrated. Everyone needed water, and yet within the village water could only be gotten from the single, modest-sized well near the gate. Could he use that twenty-first century mindset to solve an age-old problem? Could he bring them an abundance of water, easily obtained for all the various crafts, and help them thrive even further?

He vaguely remembered reading about artesian wells at one point, having considered adding one for decorative purposes at the entry to De Gray Estates. However, the engineers indicated that the nearest aquifer was several hundred yards away, and it would be highly impractical. Artesian wells were created by drilling holes into underground aquifers, releasing pressure restraining the water underground and enabling the water to bubble up above ground through the channel bored into the earth. He had no doubt that the metal workers here could create a metal bit and rod that they could use, but he wasn’t sure how he could convince them to drill a hole in the ground in the hopes of finding water. They’d note that they already had a well, and the effort would be pointless. He shifted, and began to wonder if he could create a system of running water in the village.

In his day, of course, water was transported from various sources to homes, and could be accessed through various taps and faucets inside and outside the home. That would be too much to attempt here, at least at first. The well was the only source of water within the village, but the nearby rivers held essentially a limitless supply. Could he get the water here directly from the rivers?

He thought of the aqueducts built by the Romans, centuries earlier, and his fuzzy historical memory suggested that the Roman empire had spread far enough that it could have touched historic England. Could he work that in as the source of his inspiration for the idea?

When in doubt, of course, he could fall back to his reasonably true back story of being a merchant, and state that he’d seen various portions of the now-extinct empire of Rome, and marvel at the aqueduct system that could bring fresh water from far away mountains. The Romans had the advantage in that the mountain-based water sources were high above their cities, and gravity could help the water flow the entire journey. Both nearby tributaries were below the level of the village, with the fast-moving waters of the Ealdor flowing higher by a few feet than the slow-moving Halwende. He’d still need to raise the river water up into the air, dump it into the aqueduct-type system they’d need, and let it flow into the village. He wanted a separate system to remove waste and debris as well, but that would come later. For now, getting the water here in abundance would serve his purposes.

He saw the Store where they stowed the parts of the wagons he’d used with the other Traders on the recent mission to Richland, and an idea formed. He’d use the power of the river to collect the water. He grabbed one of the wheels, and marched over to the carpenters.

Spotting a man named Joseph, the head carpenter, Will asked if they’d made any water troughs recently. “Sure have,” Joseph replied. “You Traders sold the lot of them on your last trip, and a couple of the troughs here broke down. Just finished up several of them. Got the sap in place to keep the water from soaking in, too. Should have enough to replace the old ones here and maybe sell a few later.”

“May I buy one from you?” Will asked.

Joseph looked at him in surprise. “Sure, I guess. I’d probably need to get a silver for it, though, because of the wood—”

He broke off as Will dropped a silver coin in the man’s hand. “A pleasure doing business with you, Will,” Joseph said, smiling. “Anything else I can help you with?”

Will smiled. “As a matter of fact… yes.”

Drawing in the dirt, Will explained his idea. He would bury two long spikes into the river, and suspend a wheel between them. The wheel would have pieces of wood jutting out of it, much like flippers on a fish, and the water would turn the wheel.

Joseph shrugged. “OK, I guess you could do that. But why?”

Will grinned. “The river is going to send water directly to us, without our needing to draw water from the well.” He showed how he’d add a bucket to the wheel, positioned such that as the wheel turned, the bucket would be submerged and scoop up water. As it started to turn upside-down on the way back into the river, the water in the bucket would fall into a trough, which would enable water to flow down to a position they chose.

Joseph gave him a blank stare. “So the ground near the river gets wet. Why bother?”

“What if a second trough caught the water leaving the first? And a third from the second? If you start the water high enough, and connect enough troughs together, then eventually…”

“The water reaches the village,” Joseph said, nodding. He glanced at the wheel. “I don’t think that wheel will get the water high enough in the air to reach this far.”

Will grinned. “No, but it will let us test to see if it will work. If it can work on this small scale, then the community can decide to build larger wheels and larger troughs.”

Joseph smiled back. “Let’s go see if this works.”

The two men left the village a short time later, carrying a strange assortment of wood-based products, including the two long poles carried over Joseph’s shoulder. Will had gotten a bucket from one of the farmers in charge of the livestock, and Joseph had brought along the hand tools of the day along with several pieces of wood and rope they’d use to secure the bucket at just the right angle.

The two men spent several hours placing the poles into the Halwende River, which thankfully was only about three feet deep near the shore. Will expected that the fast-moving Ealdor waters would be best for a full-sized version, but for testing the Halwende suited them. They mounted the wheel after attaching three “paddles” and gradually lowered the it to the point where the water caught the paddles. As Will had predicted, the water turned the wheel. Joseph found himself fascinated.

They returned to the community at midday to eat, and returned to work the rest of the day on the contraption. Though they were soaked through, the daily bathing in the cool waters had acclimated them to the chill, and it failed to slow them down. Shortly before they were to return for the evening closing of the gate, they identified the correct angle for the bucket, and when they held the trough in place they were able to get an irregular, pulsing stream of water flowing through the trough. Elated at the possibilities, the two men returned to the village.

In the morning, the two men walked together as the community proceeded to the river for the daily bath. Arthur, walking in front, spotted the wooden wheel spinning merrily in the waters, and held up his hand. “What is that?” he roared. “How did one of our wagon wheels end up in the river, and why does it not float away?”

Will stepped forward. “Let me demonstrate.” With Joseph’s help, they showed that the water in the bucket could be directed into a trough and flow through it to a distant location. “If we can build this,” Will explained, “then the river can feed consistent supplies of water to our crops, even when it does not rain, and if we extend it far enough, it can reach into our village as well.”

“And why would we want to do that?” Arthur asked. “Do we not have a well centrally located?”

“We do,” Will said. “However, that water requires that one of the workers at each craft move in that direction, carrying a bucket each time. It takes time to draw the water forth in that way, and is limited to the size of the bucket. If we were to extend the troughs to each working area, we could fashion doors in the troughs that could be opened as needed to fill buckets, pots, or pitchers as needed. A secondary system of troughs would carry unneeded water back to the river, along with anything else we might wish to wash away.”

There were murmurs in the crowd, murmurs of people contemplating the possibilities of having water running directly to their places of work, water immediately accessible in whatever quantity needed. The questions came quickly. How long would it take to build? Will didn’t know; it depended on how quickly the team of carpenters could build the wheels and troughs, but he knew they could work quickly if needed. How high would the wheel need to get? Will said that they should only need to have the troughs drop slightly from unit to unit, so that the water could flow downhill, but probably would need to start twenty feet in the air or more.

The community bathed, excited about this new innovation, a project that would have water running to their shops. They’d no longer have to fetch small amounts of water one slow, laborious bucket at a time. Will overhead several of his new neighbors imagining the possibility of extending the troughs — smaller than those from the river — directly to their rooms, and at least one wondered if they might direct excess water back to the river with their waste, as “that would improve the smell inside the walls.”

Will smiled. The spark of innovation had been lit; his neighbors were considering the impossible, thinking in terms of technology rather than magic. Perhaps, just perhaps, this might ease them off the relentless pursuit of those supernatural abilities at the expense of the physical health and mental well-being of their youngest member.

XIV

Wheel

 

 

The community rallied around the Wheel of Water. It was the first group project of such enormous potential and scope since they’d endeavored to build the walls and single rooms over a decade earlier, before most current residents had even joined the village.

After thinking through the project, a number of the villagers suggest starting at the neighborhood walls and working back toward the river, raising the level of the troughs as each was added, and testing each section along the way by dumping a bucket of water into the end of the trough to ensure the water flowed correctly. “The most difficult piece to build will be the Wheel,” Joseph, the carpenter, noted. “It’s critical that we know exactly how large the Wheel must be, and the only way to be sure is to build it last.”

Will recommended that they mount the Wheel in the fast-flowing Ealdor river to the west. “The Ealdor is the better choice for several reasons. First, the Ealdor’s waters move more quickly than those of the Halwende. That means that the Ealdor can deliver more water at a faster rate than we’d get from the Halwende. The Halwende moves so slowly that it might not be able to turn a larger Wheel at all.”

“That makes sense,” Gerald the Trader noted. “If this Wheel doesn’t move, we won’t get water. We don’t bathe in the Ealdor because there’s too much risk that the water might pull us away, but that same feature makes it ideal for this project.”

Will nodded. “Secondly, the Ealdor is closer. This is a significant building project, and the Halwende is perhaps three times farther away than the Ealdor. We must continue to build goods for trade, and if we spend too much time building our aqueduct and Wheel we may hurt our work in other areas.”

Arthur nodded at this, though his perpetual glower at others’ ideas remained. “We do not want to cut off the flow of profits to this village to create a flow of water; we’ve done without this contraption before. Let’s not lose sight of our primary purposes.”

Will couldn’t argue with that, much as he wanted to do so. “Finally, the Ealdor is actually a bit higher above the ground than the Village. That means the Wheel won’t need to be as tall. The natural elevation of the river is such that you walk downhill from the water to the village, and so it will be easier to get the water here.”

The villagers agreed with the plan, and construction began.

Progress was steady. The carpenters, in addition to their normal workload, spent hours as a team building the poles necessary to hold the troughs. Those normally working other crafts took time out of their evenings to help find more wood, gather the sap necessary to waterproof the troughs that would form the aqueduct, and otherwise help the carpenters. It took several months to reach the river, and the weather cooled as summer gave way to autumn. The Traders conducted several additional Trading missions to other towns and cities to the south, making solid profits on each trip, and rushed back with the supplies needed to shape the support beams. The village celebrated in late September, when the final trough was secured, and the test bucket of water from the river successfully traversed the aqueduct back to the village.

The extra work continued. The more senior carpenters, including Joseph, worked on shaping the massive Wheel and paddles now that they knew the actual size required. Others in the village, including Will and the Traders, worked on fashioning a large, wide dock along the shore of the river, extending out nearly ten feet. They built outward, one plank a time, using each additional foothold to drive beams into the water farther and farther from the shore. Once the dock extended out the full ten feet, they tore out the middle four feet, forming the causeway that would contain the Wheel. They then began driving the vertical support beams into the riverbed, beams that would be used to elevate the Wheel and hold it in place as it turned with the current. Once the vertical beams were in place, they added diagonal beams to ensure that the weight of the wheel and speed of the current wouldn’t topple the entire structure.

The construction of the Wheel proved a challenge to the carpenters. They built two prototypes, in part because they weren’t sure how to transport the Wheel to the river. They wanted to roll the Wheel to the river, but the weight would likely snap the paddles off. In the end, they figured out how to build the paddles separately and attach them to the Wheel after transport to the water. That would enable the villagers to move the Wheel from the village, out to the docks, raise it onto the support beams, and only then add the paddles that would capture the energy of the flowing water and turn the Wheel. The carpenters did not attach buckets; rather, they used the prototype Will had created to observe the angles of the containers and simply carved the carrying structures directly into the side of the Wheel.

When the Wheel was completed, the entire village put aside their daily chores and worked to roll the massive structure out of the village and along the now well-worn path to the Ealdor River. They took care to ensure that the Wheel did not strike the overhead aqueducts or underlying support beams. Will, as the one who’d come up with the original design, was chosen for the honor of carrying one of the three-foot square paddles to the river. Arthur and Maynard, the village leader and his primary assistant, also carried paddles. The two men flanked Elizabeth, apparently concerned that she’d run off if they left her behind in the village during the event. Maynard, ever-mindful of his grudge against Will, glanced back at Will and sneered, tapping the hilt of his sword and glancing at the girl.

Will sighed, wondering if perhaps he should risk squeezing the man with a nano-based cocoon until his eyes popped out. Realizing that he’d have to look at the eyeless man in such a case, he decided he’d need to figure out another way to put the man in his place. He needed to do so before Maynard decided to put that sword he so loved to improper use.

Will was the only Trader given the honor of carrying a paddle, and as such was isolated from Eva and the others. He was near enough to Elizabeth, however, to both catch Maynard’s threatening glance and to notice Elizabeth taking advantage of her time closer to the trees and vegetation to build her Energy. She maintained her outwardly sickly appearance, so much so that Arthur had complained on more than one occasion that the village doctor was clearly not doing his job. Will replied that most doctors weren’t denied access to the herbs and potions needed to treat patients, for Arthur had refused to allow Will or the other Traders access to the Schola unless they paid the silver coin fee for the day. Arthur eventually decided to drop his complaints, realizing he couldn’t both complain and deny Will access to all possible supplies.

Noting that Elizabeth’s Energy was growing nicely, he projected directly to her. You’re doing well.

This is very exciting, but I can tell that Father’s anxious. He’s concerned that if this works as promised, he’ll lose power and people will start treating you as their leader.

Will snorted, which drew odd looks from the people walking nearest him. I have no desire to be a leader of that sort. People can follow my example if they choose; he wants them to follow because he ordered them to do so.

They reached the shore and, after looping long lengths of rope through the gaps between the spokes of the Wheel, rolled the structure into the water upriver from the dock. Several of the men wrestled the Wheel into the slot between the support beams. They tried to lift the Wheel into place, realizing only then that they’d need to get the Wheel’s axle nine or more feet above the surface of the docks. Amid much grumbling, they secured the floating Wheel to the docks, and decided what to do next. Arthur sent several glares in Will’s direction, clearly attempting to suggest that this oversight was Will’s fault, or perhaps even that Will’s plan was fatally flawed.

“It’s a Wheel,” Will finally said. “If we build ramps on both sides, we should be able to roll the Wheel up the ramps and into place.”

This suggestion was widely approved, and dozens offered to volunteer time to build the ramps, foregoing their usual chores and tasks to do so. Arthur waved his hand for silence, and when all eyes faced him, spoke. “My friends, like you, I am excited about the possibilities that the Wheel in the water will bring, and I am pleased at how we’ve all come together to work tirelessly toward achieving this goal. However, we must not forget to attend to our other duties as well. We must continue making progress toward our other goals, but more importantly, we must not fail to handle the basic tasks necessary to survive. I must ask that enough people in each of our trades remain on duty throughout this process of ramp building and Wheel mounting that we do not fall significantly behind in preparing for our next Trading mission. Or,” he added, chuckling, “that we do not starve for lack of food to eat.”

To Will’s surprise, an angry outburst greeted Arthur’s words. Many shouted at the same time, stating in various ways that the villagers were fully committed to the Wheel and would resume full production of their crafts upon the Wheel’s completion. A few even shouted that it was an insult to the idea that Will had come up with to suggest pulling people off the Wheel and back onto normal work duties. Arthur glanced at Will, and shrugged.

To his regret, Will walked to the front of the group and supported Arthur. “I agree with Arthur. We still need to eat, and we can’t forget why this community was established, and its ideals, for one new idea. I think Arthur’s plan is sound and I personally support it in full.” Sometimes, supporting a good idea was painful, simply because of who voiced it first. Will realized that, in some small way, many who followed Arthur without thought had started to see Will, a member for less than two months, as a leader of their village, just as Elizabeth had noted. In looking to Will to support his plan, Arthur had essentially forced Will to acknowledge Arthur as the true leader. Will was the leader of a specific project, but Arthur was the leader of the community.

Though the grumbling continued, most were reluctantly convinced by Will’s statement that Arthur’s plan was sound, despite requiring that some of them would miss portions of the actual building process. In the conversations that followed, it was decided that when it was time to load the Wheel into place, they’d make sure everyone was available to help and watch to see if the Wheel worked as promised.

Promised? Will found himself nervous at the word choice, and the possibility that something would go wrong. This was a community which had killed a woman for allegedly keeping secret a means of unlocking enhanced abilities; what would they do to him for diverting so much time and energy to this project if the Wheel did not work? Would he risk using Energy or nanos to make sure it worked? Or protect himself from their wrath if it didn’t?

On a late October day, the ramps were finally completed, and the villagers once again gathered on the shore of the Ealdor River to witness the raising of the Wheel. Heavy cloaks were worn by all to protect against the frigid winds blowing off the waters. Several of the men untied the ropes that held the Wheel in place, floating on the surface of the river, during the past several weeks. They tossed the ropes attached to both sides of the axle over the support beams, with several men and women pulling on each end. Others flanked the Wheel on both sides, pushing on the spokes and moving the Wheel up the ramp, a Sisyphus-like team moving the Wheel into place. Slowly, the giant Wheel rose out of the water.

Will, part of the team pushing the Wheel on the shore-side ramp, realized the problem when the Wheel was three-quarters of the way up the ramps. “Stop!” he shouted. “Stop the Wheel!”

He felt the eyes of dozens of exhausted men and women looking at him, teeth chattering against the chill. “What’s wrong, Will?” Arthur asked, his eyes expressing anger at the interruption even as his teeth chattered. “We’re nearly done. Why stop now?”

“The Wheel is in backwards. The buckets are on the outside. They need to be on the inside, on the side with the aqueduct. The Wheel won’t work the way it would be mounted now.”

A collective groan arose from the crowd, and cries of “No!” and “Are you joking?” could be heard among those on the ramp and in the crowd watching the proceedings. “Can’t the carpenters just move the buckets to the other side?” Maynard shouted from the opposite ramp, his arms shaking with the strain of holding the Wheel in place.

Joseph shook his head. “No, not without taking the Wheel back to the Shop. The buckets aren’t separate structures that can be removed; if we tried we’d damage the Wheel and it wouldn’t last more than a few months before it would crack.” He sounded worn down.

Will nodded, and sighed. “We have to take it back down to the Water and start raising it all over again, after we turn the Wheel around.”

Roars of protest sounded from those on both sides of the Wheel, arguing against the approach. Some said that the carpenters should have made the buckets more easily movable. Others blamed Will for not noticing the error sooner. Still others argued that they should finish installing the Wheel, and then determine if they could move the buckets to the other side, build separate buckets to attach to the shore side, or even extend the trough around to the opposite side. “That won’t work,” Will said, raising his voice. “The open ends of the bucket won’t be facing in the correct direction to scoop the water as the Wheel turns.”

That led to additional commentary on a poor Wheel design; the Wheel should certainly have worked regardless of which way they installed it. Will groaned. “The Wheel’s design was fine. There is no option guaranteed to succeed more quickly than to simply let the Wheel back down the ramp, turn it, and reload it. And that is how I case my vote.” Will let go of his grip on the Wheel.

A few others on both sides of the Wheel followed his example, and suddenly those protesting the effort to reload the Wheel were left holding the entire weight up on their own. “Let it go!” Will shouted. “It doesn’t matter how hard you pull on the rope if the Wheel isn’t moving in the right direction!”

In the end, the effort to hold on and fight to complete the loading of the Wheel as it was positioned was too much, and even men like Maynard were forced to let go. The Wheel rolled back down the ramp on its wide axle and settled into the water with a tremendous splash. Will felt the glares from several of the men aimed in his direction, and he wasn’t sure he needed his empathy skills to sense it. They felt they’d just wasted effort by starting over, apparently unconcerned about the potential wasted effort from continuing. The carpenters, at a minimum, would be forced to try to attach buckets to a Wheel already mounted, and that could keep them from continuing their work for several more days. And they might very well determine, after putting in that effort, that no amount of effort would get the Wheel working positioned as it had been. Worse, they might damage the Wheel and have to build another.

“I know everyone is tired, but this is the best way forward,” Will said. “Since it is midday, may I suggest that we stop for a meal, and then resume this afternoon?”

The men glowered at him. More than one made it clear that they weren’t coming back to waste their time on his crazy scheme yet again, and that included those who’d joined him a few moments earlier in releasing the ropes right away. Apparently, their gesture was done for reasons of fatigue, rather than principle.

He should have known better than to think that a community of people willing to enslave the daughter of one of their own to do their dirty work wouldn’t have the character to respond to a setback like this. Will sighed, exasperated at the lack of perseverance.

Gerald and Aldus walked up to him, and Aldus glanced over his shoulder at the retreating crowd. “I really don’t think any of them are coming back, Will. They see this setback as a failure, and proof that the idea itself was flawed. If we want this to work, it’ll have to be done with just us.”

Eva walked up to them, joined by Matilda and Eleanor. “We’ll help as well. And I agree. The rest of them aren’t coming back. It’s a shame. I’m sure they’ll be happy to avail themselves of the abundant water if it works, though.” She snorted. “Reminds of their attitude around other things of value.”

Will chuckled. “In spite of that, I still want this to work. And I do have some ideas on how we can make this happen. The fact that this group — and Elizabeth — will benefit from it is enough to make me want to continue, even if we’ll have to share the benefit with the others.”

Will threaded a rope around the spokes and then tied the ends to the dock, explaining that he didn’t want to find the Wheel washed downriver when they returned, and with the Wheel secured the Traders returned to the village for their midday meal. Will was surprised at the level of anger he could sense as they worked their way to the Stores, as evidenced by the paltry amount of vegetable and pork soup ladled into his bowl and the glare directed at him as he walked away. Many of the workers made a point to complain loudly about their tired, sore muscles, and how they’d have to work extra hours to meet their desired quota for the next Trading run. Others made it clear, even to the Traders who’d previously worked with them during down time, that they were to stay away. “That’s fine,” Eva snapped. “We’d been planning to finish the Wheel project first before rejoining you anyway.” Her proclamation was met with jeers and laughter.

After all, surely three men and three women couldn’t accomplish what thirty had struggled and failed to achieve.

After eating, the Traders exited back through the gate, with more than a few residents suggesting that they stay away for an extended period of time, lest they ruin more lives with their crazy ideas. “Weren’t we heroes a few days ago for bringing back mounds of coins?” Will asked, grinning.

The Traders were silent.

Will looked at them, and ran Energy at them, attempting to get a read. They were scared, concerned about the shunning they were facing. The Traders, by definition, created nothing in the Shops that couldn’t be created by others; they held nothing in the Stores they could sell within the community or on Trading runs. The craftspeople could always choose to Trade on their own, and prevent the Traders from working in the village to earn money needed for food and necessities. Taken to its extreme, the Traders could even be forced to leave the village to survive.

Will stopped. “Listen to me, everyone. We are going to make this work.”

“How, Will?” Matilda asked. “I watched the first attempt. Every one of the men in this village was straining to push and pull that Wheel up the ramp, and there are only six of us. I’m not as strong as someone like Maynard, and even if I was, we still only have one person for every five that were working earlier.”

Will tapped his head. “We’re going to work smarter, that’s how.”

Gerald grunted. “Brains don’t lift heavy Wheels, Will.”

If only he knew I could float that Wheel into its place in a few seconds with the right thoughts, Will thought, and he grinned. “Who said anything about lifting a Wheel? We’re going to roll it up that ramp.”

Aldus frowned. “Isn’t that what we were doing earlier? With, as Matilda noted, five times as many people?”

Will shook his head. “We’re taking a different approach. Before we used the physical power of thirty people to push and pull the Wheel up the ramp. We’re not going to do that this time. We’re going to use the water to roll the Wheel up the ramp.”

At Will’s direction, the team rotated the Wheel around so that the buckets were facing the shore, as designed, and then they let it float down river to the opposite end of the docks, where they tied the Wheel down. Will then had them detach the temporary ramps. “We’re going to put the ramps on the other side of the support beams, downriver from the posts.” Despite the puzzled expressions, the team followed his recommendations, and the ramps were soon securely in place.

“OK. Now what?” Eleanor asked. Like the others, she was wet, tired, and sore, but curiosity kept her going.

Will pointed to the stack of paddles and the mallets near them. “Now, we attach the paddles.”

“But why?” Eva asked. “All that will do is spin… the Wheel…” Her brow furrowed, and then her face lit up as she understood his plan. “Backwards.”

“What?” Gerald asked. “Why is that important?”

“Because if the Wheel spins backward downriver from the ramp, the motion will cause it to roll up to the top without any effort on our part,” Eva explained, smiling.

The other four Traders stared at her. Then Aldus started laughing, and before long all of them were joining in. For it was not simply a case now of whether they’d succeed at this impossible task, it was simply a matter of when.

The team rotated through the various roles, with the exception of Gerald, the tallest of them besides Will, and the strongest of the team. He had the unenviable role of standing in the river, up to his shoulders, and holding the Wheel back from accelerating up the ramp as the paddles were added and the Wheel started to spin. It was a role that the former soldier demanded. The others took turns holding the Wheel back from the shore, and those on the dock strained to keep the Wheel still long enough to attach each paddle with a wooden mallet. After a time, the strain on those holding the wheel from spinning and accelerating up the ramp was evident. “I don’t mean to complain,” Gerald grunted, his teeth chattering at the stain ad exposure to the frigid waters, “but please hurry it up!”

Will directed several of his nanos to help hold the Wheel still, and sent a small bit of Energy to Gerald, Energy that would help ease the ache in his muscles and warm him, protecting him against hypothermia. He then continued hammering the paddles into place. At last, the final paddle was secured.

He moved into the water with Gerald, and directed Eva and Aldus to hold the rope on the shore. “We can’t let go, because the Wheel may move so quickly it will roll past the support beams and crash into the dock.”

Gerald grunted again. “Yeah. Let’s not do that.” Will noted that his teeth were no longer chattering.

Eleanor waited on the shore-side dock, ready to help control the Wheel as it moved up the ramp; Matilda covered the riverside dock in a similar fashion. Matilda would have the trickier time of it, because Will and Gerald would need to get out of the water and onto the dock without getting crushed against the structure by the force of the Wheel. Eva and Aldus would merely need to step onto the dock from the shore.

At last they were in place. “Let’s do this!” Will shouted.

They gradually let their stances loosen, just enough for the backward momentum to pull the Wheel between the ramps. The axle, thankfully, was above the level of the docks due to the shallow water and made immediate contact with the ramps.

The Wheel started to roll up the ramps.

“It’s working!” Eleanor shouted, more joyful than Will had ever heard her. “It’s really working!”

They managed the transition to the docks with surprising efficiency, and the Wheel moved in a controlled fashion up the ramp, those on the shore-side dock getting doused with buckets of water as the Wheel worked its magic. When the Wheel reached the summit, it settled with a resounding thud into the support beams. Will tensed, fearing the supports might topple, but the carpenters had done their work well. The Wheel turned, and bucket after bucket of water fell into the waiting aqueduct, forming a river in the air that flowed toward the unsuspecting villagers.

“We should go and watch this,” Eva said. “I’d love to see Arthur’s face when the first water starts pouring into the village.”

“No,” Will said, stretching out on the ramp, quietly sending out Energy to warm and energize the tired crew of Traders. “Let them come to us.” It was time to turn the power struggle tables on Arthur.

 

 

 

Arthur Lowell stood before the community. “Though it pains me to say this, I fear that we may need to consider removing our newest member, one Will Stark, from these walls. While I fully recognize his reported contributions on the recent profitable Trading missions, disasters such as this Wheel of Water scheme will only set us back from achieving our goals: developing wealth, and developing the abilities observed by our Travelers. Therefore, I would like to propose that Will Stark be expelled—”

A torrent of water fell on Arthur, a downpour that drenched the man instantly. Spluttering, he moved from his spot, looking up to see where the water had come from. He saw only the edge of the aqueduct system leading out to the Ealdor River, to that accursed Wheel. His frown at the shock of being doused with cold water was quickly replaced by one of surprise, as realization spread to his face.

“They got it to work,” he whispered. “I don’t believe it. They got it to work.”

The community was stunned for a moment, and then shouts of joy rose from the crowd. There were calls for Arthur to unlock the gate from the inside, which he did despite the impending twilight, and the men and women raced toward the Ealdor River. They approached to find the six Traders sitting on the two ramps, watching the setting sun, while the giant Wheel turned without pause, dumping bucket after bucket of river water into the waiting trough. The crowd burst into applause, cheering wildly. Arthur stared at Will, and Will wasn’t certain if the look was one of admiration or hatred. Knowing Arthur, it was a combination. For Arthur knew he’d lost this round.

“We seem not to have a place to sleep tonight, or a place to get something warm to eat,” Will called out, his voice carrying over the crowd. “Do any of you know a place we could stay?” He dropped a slotted piece of wood into the end of the aqueduct, and the water dumped by the Wheel splashed against this shield, falling harmlessly to the dock below and preventing the flooding of the village until they finished the interior water ducts.

Laughter broke out amidst the cheers, and the community came to carry Will Stark, their hero, and his team back to the community on their shoulders. Will was only aware of one thing, however. He could sense the pride and admiration emanating with intense force from a soon-to-be seventeen-year-old girl, and an emotion he hadn’t noticed from her before.

Love.

His relationship with Elizabeth was certainly going to become complicated before long.
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They celebrated that night. Everyone chipped in a copper and the brewers cracked open two kegs of beer; the bakers lit their ovens and made cakes, and — much to Will’s surprise — Matilda sang a number of songs he’d never heard before, in a voice both beautiful and mesmerizing. When he complimented her later, she told him that her upbringing as the daughter of a noble required her to learn to sing, and it was one of the few mandates of her life she’d truly enjoyed.

As November opened, the cold intensified, and Will experienced his first snowfall in the wilds of northern England. The cold was significant enough that the villagers elected to postpone the construction of the additional water ducts until the spring, when they’d could spend greater time outdoors working without getting frostbite. That didn’t prevent them from discussing their plans in that regard, however.

As their initial water run demonstrated, they first needed a mechanism to return any unused water to one of the rivers, lest the flowing water saturate the ground and possibly flood their village. They settled upon a small stream that ran through the forest and emptied into the Halwende, downriver from their standard bathing spot. The water levels and flowing speed, even when the waters weren’t filled with chunks of ice, wasn’t sufficient to propel a water wheel or supply sufficient water to the community, and as such was best used as a drainage ditch. Will wondered how many environmental violations they’d be cited for in his birth era, for they very openly intended to use the drainage system to remove from the village wastes from their trades and their bodies. He made a mental to note to figure out how best to break down those products as they traveled to the stream via the secondary aqueduct system they’d construct.

They decided to build the drainage system exit point nearest the gate, next to the stables. It was a simple decision for a practical reason. Nobody wanted what would one day be called a sewage system running near their rooms, and thus the space nearest the large stables were the only option. They’d fortunately elected to run the inflow aqueduct into the village over the top of the stables, and thus they’d be able to run all or a portion of the water inflow directly into the drainage system. They planned to run this primary drainage duct system over the top of the stable doors to prevent blocking access to the animals housed inside.

The final step in the initial phase of construction they’d start in the spring involved getting the water to the shops. The water duct system would have a much lower rate of descent than the system bringing water into the village; the ducts would loop around and flow directly back to the drainage system. They discussed additional expansion of the duct system to run water directly to each person’s room, but decided that it was simply too strange to consider seriously. Who would want water flowing into their room all hours of the day and night?

Will could only smile at the memory of his twenty-first century home, with multiple water taps indoors and out, and wonder how the villagers would react to such a design. Then he remembered that two of them would join him in living long enough to see that strangeness become commonplace. It frightened him anew to think that he’d live long enough to see his own birth, and gave him headaches at the same time.

The winter brought fewer Trading runs for Eva’s team, and they spent their time helping to chop firewood from the forests. Indoor fireplaces weren’t in use at this time, and as such they’d fire up the ovens used for cooking and the blazes used to heat metal, and they’d all huddle around for warmth for much of the day. The snow didn’t help, as it kept them quite cold and damp, and Will wondered if they could somehow replicate the concept of central heat to help them lose the snow and warm the rooms during the frigid months. He was glad he’d been advised by Eva to purchase warm coats, boots, and blankets during their second Trade mission, for he’d likely find himself freezing to death. His Energy certainly helped, and he was typically one of those furthest from the central fires for that reason. Will even stayed further away upon the return journeys from the daily baths; given the need to dry quickly and regain warmth, Arthur had them go to the river in groups of five. The trips weren’t the social occasions they were in the warmer months; everyone ran to the river, cleaned themselves as quickly as they could, and ran back to the warm fires. Evenings were dreadful; darkness came early, and everyone huddled under piles of quilts and blankets to keep warm. They were able to build small fires in their rooms on the dirt floors, which helped, but even with the small ventilation holes in the ceilings the smoke made sleeping difficult. On the windiest days, they all fastened wooden shutters over their windows to keep as much cold air out as possible. Will longed for his heavily-insulated, temperature-controlled home in De Gray Estates.

Arthur, who’d noted Will’s protective streak toward Elizabeth, ensured that the two were never part of the same morning group of five. Maynard, on the other hand, always accompanied Elizabeth, and passed leering grins at Will as they departed and returned each morning. Elizabeth’s “work” continued throughout the winter, and the cold, by her own design, worsened the effects of each session. At least she had Traders there most days; they’d stand by the doors of the Schola as each day’s “facilitator” arrived with the young woman and would join her inside. They endured the same trials Elizabeth endured, and Will noted with some satisfaction the looks of concern on the villagers’ faces at seeing the suffering and pain extended to others. Perhaps they’d see Elizabeth’s plan work yet.

At long last, warmer weather returned, the snows melted, and the villagers were able to resume construction of the duct system. The extensions were far less a time burden than the construction of the original aqueduct, and the carpenters were able, with minimal assistance from Will, to complete an initial run that would direct water into the well. The finished the work two weeks later, and Will was sent to remove the blocking wood from the start of the aqueduct by the Wheel. By agreement, Will counted to one hundred, replaced the blockage, and returned to the village to see the results. He learned that the water from the river had filled the well quite extensively in the short period of time the water had run; in fact, taller members of the village were able to draw water with buckets without needing to use the rope system.

Many villagers said that the knowledge that the well could now never run dry was proof that the construction project was worthwhile.

The second phase was the creation of the drainage system, essential to allowing the Wheel to turn and supply water on a continual basis without the worry of flooding the village. They started once again at the endpoint — in this case, a stream only one hundred feet from the village gate — and started the first section of the drainage duct at the edge of the water, lying directly on the ground. When they reached the village wall near the gate, they were able to bore through the outer wall and feed a section of the aqueduct into the opening.They maintained the same upward angle, but with wider and deeper troughs, until they reached the stable door frame and stopped. The last section had an end preventing water from flowing out the end in the unlikely event that the drainage water would flow backwards.

“Why not feed it directly up?” Joseph asked. “If we’d done that, we could connect it to the duct with the water flowing in.”

“We don’t want it to connect directly,” Will replied. “We’re going to make a duct system running off the inflow starting at that height and a somewhat modest angle, and allow the water to pour down into the lower trough like a waterfall, before it all flows out to the stream.”

Joseph frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“If the bakers wish to clean a dirty baking pan, they can hold the pan under the waterfall, and the water will clean it and carry the residue away. If someone wants to fill several buckets of water at once, they can do so quickly. And…” Will hesitated. “We can partition off the areas closest to the exit to serve as latrines.”

Joseph’s face wrinkled as he pondered this. Then his eyes widened. “The falling water would enable the… er, refuse, to more easily be washed away!”

Will grinned. “Exactly. We’ll keep that downstream from the place where we wash dishes or collect water, though.”

Joseph laughed.

The waterfall ducts proved somewhat challenging to construct, as they didn’t want all of the water coming out at once. Joseph’s team built a standard aqueduct section, and tapered the bottom away; it was widest at its highest point and narrowed into nothing as it reached the edge of the wide lower trough below. The carpenters built several poles, and the weavers created large tapestries to provide some degree of privacy for the latrine. They built a panel inserted into the incoming water aqueduct which controlled how much water went into the drainage system and how much would go elsewhere; elsewhere, at the moment, consisted solely of the segment used to refill the well.

On a cool April morning, the day after the Traders returned from another profitable trip, half of the villagers marched to the Wheel, a group which included Will and the Traders. Those remaining behind to watch the impact of the water flow included Arthur, Elizabeth, and Maynard. Joseph and the carpenters stayed behind as well; they’d need to watch for any sign of structural problems as the water coursed through the system. With little ceremony, Will climbed up the ramp on the shore-side dock and removed the water shield. The Wheel, as it had for so many months, continued turning as the turbulent waters of the Ealdor River pushed the paddles, and bucket after bucket of fresh water was collected and dumped into the waiting aqueduct system. With the shield removed, Will and the others raced back to the village and entered the gate, watching in awe as the water from the river made its way over the protective walls and into the downspout, where it fell as a wide waterfall into the waiting trough below. The water continued flowing, and Will was one of a handful of villagers who trotted the length of the drainage system to watch the water reach the stream.

Aldus grinned. “That’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. You’ve basically moved water from one river to another without anybody needing to do anything.” He laughed. “I can die happy, now, even if those mythical magical abilities Arthur keeps selling never appear. This is true magic, right here. Thank you for this, Will.”

Will chuckled. “We all did this, Aldus. Not one of us could have done it alone. Everybody chipped in, everybody believed.” He frowned. “Well, there was quite a bit of doubt when the Wheel went in the wrong way. If you’d told me back then, back when nearly everyone gave up, that we’d be watching this water from the Ealdor reach this stream… I’m not sure I would have believed you.”

Matilda smiled. “Will, I met with many dukes and earls and barons, men who are supposed to be leaders. None of them… none of them… would have kept trying at that point. Oh, they might have beaten some slaves to get the job done, but it never would have happened.” When she realized what she’d said and saw Eva wince, she patted the older woman on the arm. “Sorry, Eva.”

Eva forced a smile. “You’ve done well, Will.” In his head, with her nascent telepathic abilities, she projected a warning. Be careful. Arthur probably thinks you’re getting too popular.

I won’t stop trying to help people due to his insecurities, Will replied. Aloud, he added, “Thanks, everyone. Let’s go eat.”

They walked back into the village, where a roar of applause greeted them.

Over the next several days, the community came to love the flowing water. They enjoyed the sound of the waterfall near the gate, and they especially enjoyed the fact that they’d eliminated the need for latrines. The metalworkers created sheets of metal, and they covered all of the former waste deposit sites with metal and a healthy coating of dirt. The smell, which Will had grown accustomed to after his arrival, all but disappeared.

The unlimited, easily accessible supply of water had a near-immediate impact on the skilled workers. The metal workers were able to make longer and sharper blades, heating the metal to higher temperatures than ever before, because they could readily run to the waterfall to cool the entire lengths of metal. Prior to the running water, they’d focused on daggers and knives, needing to plunge the heated metal into the buckets so that it could cool and harden. They were able to make better tools for the carpenters, who in turn increased the speed of production and the level of quality of their crafts. The brewers were able to experiment with different combinations of grains and create ales and beers that were superior to any others of the time. Eva, Will, and the rest of the Traders were soon traveling with far greater frequency, often spending less than ten days in the village before overflowing Stores required them to travel again.

Will had little time to engage in Trade. He had consulted his diary during the winter, and was pleased that his children had elected to provide him with a list of herbs to treat most common illnesses, and he used this information to purchase a small supply of each. He also purchased a separate bag filled with the herbs, which he learned to identify by sight. He hadn’t heard of most, save for a rather large quantity of poppy plant extract that he knew was called opium. The merchant selling it agreed to a price for a small quantity, and then decided — without any urging by Will — that she’d prefer to be rid of all of it. Will felt like an old school doctor because of the bag, which he kept stored in his room. The villagers were seldom sick, and as such he was rarely called upon to act in his role as a doctor. He was comforted to know that he was prepared if needed.

The Traders, for the most part, spent time between trips sharing information gathered in the towns, primarily relating to the types of goods and styles people wanted to buy, which enabled the workers of the various crafts to tailor goods for the various markets. The Traders were more inclined to visit towns again after the villagers created goods crafted especially for the tastes of such a town. Profitability soared again. Over the course of the year, their wealth continued to grow. It was likely that each of them had amassed enough gold and silver to rival many of the dukes, earls, barons, and other nobility of the time.

Will oversaw the construction of the planned extension of the aqueduct system to reach into the Shop areas, which would further increase productivity. They wouldn’t be able to repeat the solution used by the stables to enable a constant flow of water. Getting the water low enough to be usable would see a drainage aqueduct cutting off foot traffic between the Shops and stables. They needed to keep the duct system up in the air, above their heads, that enabled them to access water only as needed. “If only we could cut a hole in the overhead duct that we could close as soon as we had the water we needed!” fumed Winter, a woman who worked in the metal shop.

That gave Will an idea. He explained to Winter that she would need to create a thin sliver of metal wrapped into a coil. The coil could expand when pulled with sufficient force, but would naturally contract back to its original size. They stopped the flow of water to the Shop aqueduct while the carpenters mounted ladders and cut a small, circular section on one of the sides, near the bottom of the duct. They then attached one end of the coil — which Will told them was called a spring — to the main section of the aqueduct, and attached the other end to the small door. Winter also created two small pieces of metal to use as a hinge. They coated the entire door in sap to waterproof it, and attached a length of rope to the “door.” Tests were successful; the “door” would open when pulled, and the spring would pull it closed when the rope was released. Will had recommended the side of the aqueduct for the door to avoid the possibility that the weight of the water might keep the door open, in spite of the spring. They put a trough beneath the door to catch the water collected, and tested everything before the water was allowed to run to the Shops on a continuous basis. Over successive weeks, they created hinged openings with springs near each Shop.

They spent time after the final harvest of grains in the fall using a similar technology to build a spur from the main aqueduct to the fields lying to the south of the aqueduct, and to the west of the village. The hinged door fed water into an aqueduct that carried water directly to the fields, which would enable the farmers to keep their crops watered even during conditions of drought.

Will asked for a few hinges and springs, and the metal workers happily complied. Will paid them a silver coin for their efforts. It was a sample of the innovation the village had produced, and he looked at the products with a sense of pride.

The community thrived financially, enjoying a huge abundance of grains grown in their fields. Their products developed a reputation; towns no longer shunned the skilled Traders, they welcomed them and the quality goods they brought. They added additional Shops and reached the point, as winter approached, that they were essentially self-sufficient. The Traders purchased only luxury items in the form of fine wines, silks, shoes, boots, and cloaks. During the winter, Will and Eva taught classes in the Schola – with the doors open – teaching the villagers to read and write. As spring dawned, the Traders received many requests to look for the rare book that might be available for sale.

For all of their success, however, one man was suffering. Arthur found fewer and fewer people who still believed his tales of people with incredible abilities. His stories were widely dismissed, and were seen as myths perpetuated by a man desperate to believe in something that simply didn’t exist. He was the only one remaining from that first trip who had seen the reputed abilities. Genevieve was dead, and Eva’s brother had left over a decade ago and never returned. The other Travelers, outside a man named Roland, had returned long before Will arrive, returning without success. All had taken up new trades, and were among the most vocal doubters Arthur’s stories. Roland had departed three years before Will’s arrival and, like Eva’s brother, was presumed dead.

With the loss of belief in Arthur’s vision, and the prosperity achieved through the innovations Will suggested, few bothered to pay Arthur a coin to hire Elizabeth to do “research.” Instead, she was occasionally hired to clean rooms or perform other menial labor. As before, her pay went to Arthur. The few true believers left still eagerly tried new combinations of ingredients on Elizabeth; as always, the testing produced no results. She celebrated her eighteenth birthday without fanfare. Will gritted his teeth and paid Arthur five gold coins to ensure no one else scheduled her on that day and teleported her outside the walls to the cave, where she sat, brooding. He sat and watched her, not certain how to proceed. Her mood had been growing darker over the past few months, and though he suspected the reasons, he waited to let her speak.

After what seemed like hours, she finally turned to him. “Why are you avoiding me?”

Will sighed. He’d spent little time with her in any fashion, especially in this setting. She surely knew why, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. “I’ve not been avoiding you, Elizabeth. I’ve been Trading in other towns and cities, and working to build all of the water systems. It’s not a case of avoidance. It’s a case of my being prevented from being around you.”

She glared at him. “Are you afraid of him?”

“Who? Your father?”

She snorted. “No. Maynard.”

Oh. “I am always worried about what he might try to do to you. I also recognize that the more I make my concerns in that regard clear, the more likely he is to act at Arthur’s direction. They suspect there’s a bond, though they most certainly have no idea as to the nature of that bond. And they see me as the ultimate threat to their control of this community.” He opened his mouth to speak to what Arthur and Maynard might do to pressure him to alter his behavior and weaken his role in the village, but knew that would only further dampen her mood.

She knew it anyway. “He doesn’t see me as anything other than a prop to use to grow his own power. I know that. If you’re the threat, and you care for me, then they’ll threaten or actually hurt me to subvert you.” Her mood darkened further. “Is it even possible for me to succeed in changing him?” Elizabeth sighed deeply. “I doubt he’d change even if I died, even if I died because of his need to control.”

“Don’t say that!” Will snapped. “Do not speak of dying!”

“Nobody would care but you and Eva, Will,” Elizabeth said.

And he knew she was right. “You need to leave, Elizabeth. Before they try to hurt you.”

She shook her head. “This is my home, awful though it might be. Until he changes, or until one of us dies… I’m staying.” She glanced at him. “Don’t force me to do anything else.”

He nodded. “Happy birthday, Elizabeth.”

She said nothing.

Will spoke to Arthur that evening. “She’s eighteen now, Arthur. She needs to learn a trade of some kind. Every trade here is looking for more people. Let everyone know that she’s able to work with them. She can sow seeds, she can forage, she can—”

“She is not to work outside these walls. She can work with the animals.”

Elizabeth, thankfully, took to caring for the animals with the closest thing to enthusiasm that she could muster. Will, who watched her over the next several weeks as she cared for the cows and goats that supplied their milk and the chickens that supplied their eggs, saw an occasional smile, which quickly faded to a gloomy frown.

Everything changed in an instant, as two words echoed from outside the gates.

“Roland’s back!”

The cry came from one of the foragers, who rushed through the gates to alert the rest of the villagers. Will, who had been talking to Winter the metalworker about building metal ducts they could run under the ground, glanced up. He saw Elizabeth look up as well, turning her attention from the fresh straw she had been carrying into the stables.

Roland entered the village, carrying with him a large bag constructed of some type of animal hide. His face was joyful, and Will watched him look around the village in amazement, taking in the elaborate aqueduct system and the coursing waterfall near the stables. As Arthur and the others gathered around, he began to share his story.

“I traveled west this time, heading for the coast, and then journeyed north until I reached a port city. I had previously only traveled south along the coast, and thus spent much of my time along the great sea in the lands once conquered by the Romans. As many of you know, the other Travelers and I have always been treated with great suspicion. We’ve been told thousands of things might help one develop the abilities we’ve seen, or that might do nothing, or that might make you desperately ill or even leave you dead. But we’ve never been told, with certainty, that a very specific item does work and will work.”

He took a deep breath. “But this time, that changed. I was told of a specific root. And this time, I resolved not to leave the place I found, there to the north, until I had watched the practitioners consume it consistently over many months. I would not simply purchase a large number of items and hope we might figure out the secret on our own. Once I’d found it to be safe, once I’d watched the people actually consume this substance themselves without harmful side effects, I began taking the root myself, ground into a powder and downed with water. My friends, it works. Over these past two years, I have taken this root daily, and I return to you as one now able to read the thoughts and emotions of others.”

Bedlam erupted, as the fifty adults all shouted in unison, demanding to know the answer. Will, suspicious and concerned, reached out to Roland with Energy, and found to his surprise that the man did have some very rudimentary Energy capabilities, enough to perform telepathy and empathy, but no more. 

It seems he’s telling the truth, he projected to Elizabeth.

She didn’t respond, and he caught sight of her face. She seemed paler than usual. Elizabeth was worried, and he could just pick up a flicker of a thought from her. He knows.

Roland held up his hand. “We may have been told of this root before, and it’s even possible we’ve tested it. But unless things have changed during my absence, we have not tested any plant or root or berry or any other substance over an extended time period. This is the key. The development is subtle, and takes patience and perseverance before results come, but they do come.” Roland reached into a bag at his feet, and pulled out a craggy mass of plant roots. “The secret key to the abilities we’ve sought for so long. I give you… the root of the zirple plant!”

The crowd pressed in on him, everyone eager to get their hands on the zirple root. “I have gotten seeds as well. We can grow and tend these plants to ensure we have a constant supply; they do require a damp environment to grow, and so our improved water situation will help in that regard.” Roland handed out roots to each member of the community, starting with Arthur. Will glanced at Elizabeth, and she slowly turned to face him. He needed no empathy skill, whether formed by the root of a zirple plant or the nano-based concoction fed to him in the distant future, to know what her face meant.

This plant was indeed part of the concoction she’d been using for over a decade to develop her abilities. And with this revelation from Roland the Traveler, her usefulness to her father, and this community, was coming to an end. Though her will to live had long been fading due to the maltreatment by her father, she still held out some hope that her situation would improve. She’d long feared that a discovery of this nature would result in Arthur discarding her, for she’d no longer be of any use to him.

The look on her face said she doubted his severing of ties with his only daughter would be pleasant — or far off.

XVI

Fear

 

 

Autumn dawned, and the villagers banded together as they had done while building the Wheel, this time focusing their collective efforts on getting an initial zirple crop planted and harvested before the grounds froze with the onset of winter. They wouldn’t be able to grow enough to both last the winter and provide enough for everyone to get the required dosage. That meant that they’d need to ration the usage of the root in some fashion.

They had established upon Roland’s return that the initial roots supplied to each villager were a gift, his thanks for the funds each of them had provided prior to the Traveler’s departure. Will learned that Travelers were provided basic funds by each member of the community to enable them to make the initial leg of their journey; thereafter, they were on their own, and needed to earn money to survive and purchase anything they found that might progress them toward their goals. In the initial journey taken by Arthur, Genevieve, and Eva’s brother, the product had been freely given since there was so much that needed to be tested. As such, the products had been considered community property, and were stored in the Schola. They’d agreed after that first journey that, since Travelers had to earn the money to survive as well as purchase anything they brought back, that such purchases were the property of the Traveler until they agreed to sell or give away what they’d brought back. Most Travelers accepted large payments collected from all of the villagers for the right to use or test what they’d brought back.

That, of course, added to the general anger over the lack of progress on unlocking the secret combination of supposedly-magical substances that would unlock the mythical abilities extolled by Arthur. People felt they’d gotten no payback for their initial investment in the Travelers, or for the group purchase of the substances they’d been led to believe would develop such abilities. That anger was directed at the child who’d had no part in deciding to send Travelers out into the world, or to fund the purchase of the various foodstuffs she’d be forced against her will to test for everyone. Arthur, who never owned any products sold back to the community, nevertheless collected a steady income, which had surged historically with each Traveler’s return.

Now, however, a Traveler had returned with proof such abilities existed. He’d read the minds of any who tried to trick him, and all had come away convinced, for the first time in years, that their patience was to be rewarded. They no longer needed to pay to have Elizabeth try out various combinations and concoctions without success. Roland had been given the secret, tested it, and brought the product back. The products in the Schola were rendered worthless, as was Elizabeth’s unique “service” to the community.

Roland was thus in a unique position of power upon his return and demonstration, and that became evident as they determined how to distribute the harvested roots. Technically, he’d granted the villagers the right to grow the crop using his seeds, but the output of those seeds still belonged to Roland. There were large offers of gold for the rights to the roots, seeds, and byproducts, but in the end, Arthur’s offer was the one Roland accepted.

Roland would get his necessary daily allocation of the root. Arthur would handle the distribution of any remaining product, which he would sell at his discretion. Roland would receive a portion of the money Arthur received for as long as the two men elected to maintain the agreement.

It solved several problems for Arthur. He would still be seen as the one who enabled the villagers to develop the mythical abilities he’d long proclaimed; he’d have a steady source of income; and he’d be in a position of power as the distributor of the root. The scarcity through the autumn and winter worked to his advantage. Will suspected that the scarcity would continue regardless of how much the farmers actually harvested.

Rather than set a price, or even allow the highest bidder to purchase the root on a daily basis, Arthur established a form of a lottery, with a chance at getting drawn selling for one copper coin. Arthur noted that he would draw unique names each day until the product allocated for the day was exhausted. The remaining chances would be burned, and Arthur would repeat the process again the next day. One of the carpenters, a man named Wright, benefitted from this system, for it was Wright who’d figured out the process to create the thin slivers of wood Eva used to track everything related to Trading missions. Arthur would use the same product to track the zirple chances purchased each day. Lottery participants would write their name on a separate sliver for each chance purchased. Given the predictable popularity, Wright made a small fortune selling the product to Arthur at the rate of a copper per ten slivers. It became his full time job.

It was no surprise to Will when Arthur’s daily zirple supply didn’t include enough for everyone; if there was an ample supply each day, people would only buy one chance, or question why they needed a lottery at all. The scarcity drove up the purchases of lottery chances, as people tried to ensure they were one of the ones winning each drawing by purchasing multiple chances. Of course, it didn’t escape Will’s notice that the winners rarely included any Traders, but Maynard won each day. Three people never won a daily supply of zirple: Eva, Will, and Elizabeth. They weren’t concerned, as all three had already developed Energy skills, and yet as the results of the lottery became noticed, the three became minor outcasts. Clearly, it was reasoned, a greater power had deemed them unworthy. Will found this amusing; the so-called greater power was Arthur removing the chances bearing their names, and likely removing all but one chance for each of the other Traders, before conducting the drawing. Arthur had a box he used to store the chances which he kept in his room overnight before conducting the drawings each morning. Will considered teleporting out all of the chances and sending back only those with Trader names, but decided that might raise some suspicions about hidden abilities or, at a minimum, potential thieves in the village. He suspected thieves wouldn’t receive as punishment mere slap on the wrist.

Elizabeth found herself hired — directly, now — by some lottery winners to prepare the daily zirple root mix, as the process was both complex and time-consuming. She’d spend most days at the newly-constructed zirple Store, working directly with Roland. The root had to be boiled to raise the temperature, charred on the outside, and then ground down by hand with a specific type of rock into a fine powder. The resulting measure, roughly the equivalent to two tablespoons, would be taken mixed with water. The taste was highly unpleasant, though Elizabeth confided that zirple wasn’t close to being the worst-tasting substance she’d tried. In the early days, Elizabeth spent much of her time after delivering the mixture caring for nauseated victims. None of the honored winners complained much, however, for their success in developing their “magic” was assured.

None thanked Elizabeth for her dozen years of testing everything else without any guarantee of success, or even survival. She instead received a great deal of scorn from daily lottery losers, who noted that if she’d found the zirple root earlier, they’d have enough for everyone by now. In their frustration of falling behind in the race to develop the enhanced abilities, more than one lottery loser physically lashed out at Elizabeth.

Will made certain that no one used that outlet for their frustration more than once.

Elizabeth’s gloom intensified, for the current state of affairs showed that her plan, her efforts to get her neighbors to see the errors of their ways, had failed. They had achieved what they sought: the answer to the question of how to develop these mythical abilities, and none of them had paid any price save for a decade-long delay in learning the correct process, and the forfeiture of some of their money. While they’d waited, they hadn’t suffered; they’d gained their respective freedom, developed advanced skills in various crafts and professions, and without exception had amassed appreciable wealth. In the interim, those former slaves and servants had enslaved one of their own; those forced to perform deadly and dangerous tasks took delight in inflicting the same on the weakest among them; those horrified years ago at their own poor health and mortality ignored how their actions lessened both the health and life span of their youngest neighbor. And those attitudes were shaped and encouraged by Elizabeth’s own father. To Arthur, all action revolved around consolidating his own power over this neighborhood and growing his own wealth. Elizabeth had served her purpose; Roland and his zirple were his source of power now.

Elizabeth knew what that meant for her, as her abilities, like Will’s, enabled her to read the man’s true beliefs and feelings as it related to her, feelings he allowed greater expression now that he had his financial and power apparatus back in place. What both Will and Elizabeth found in the man’s thoughts and feelings suggested that Elizabeth’s fears all along were well justified. Arthur’s sole regret in relation to his daughter was that he’d not attempted to marry Elizabeth off in exchange for a large dowry, preferably to a potentially powerful ally like Maynard. There was no thought to her suffering, no regret for the pain he’d enabled in her life, no concern about the complete lack of love and paternal instinct he’d directed her way. Arthur had determined that the men of the community did not see Elizabeth as marriage potential, but as a servant girl. His chance to derive a final financial return on her was gone, and as such he gave her no further thought.

Will was sickened. Elizabeth was devastated. She’d wanted her father to reform, to show the love a father should show to his little girl, to act as her protector. Instead, he’d been revealed as a monster, a man incapable of the love and self-sacrifice required of those serving as parents. Will was thankful that she’d moved to her own room, for seeing Arthur served only to further depress her already shattered morale.

Her only consolation was that Arthur relented on his rule forbidding her to go outside the walls of the community for anything other than community-wide activities such as the morning bath in the calm waters of the Halwende River. With demands for her hired help diminishing, she had sufficient time and need to choose a profession. None of the professions seemed interested in bringing her on board, except for the Traders, the group that had taken an interest in Elizabeth when no one else bothered.

Arthur laughed at Eva’s suggestion that Elizabeth become a Trader, a suggestion made as the spring months beckoned and the snows melted away. “She’s not capable of Trading, Eva. She stammers and looks at the ground and generally speaking makes a public fool of herself. Bringing her along is likely to ruin the profit you Traders make, and worse, the profits for the rest of us.”

“She will learn, and I dare say she’ll make a fine Trader in short order,” Eva replied. She narrowed her eyes at Arthur. “It will give her the opportunity to make her own money as well.”

Arthur snorted. “That idiot girl will likely spend it on trinkets and trivial items, wasting what little money she will actually earn.” He waved them off. “You’ve been warned. If you wish to continue with this foolish fantasy, go ahead and waste your time with her. As for me, I’m waiting to experience these new abilities from my zirple consumption.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “How long have you taken it?”

“Three months. I can feel something changing already. It won’t be long now.” He rubbed his hands together, his grin like an ice pick to the heart. Will attempted to avoid laughter. It was true — Arthur had developed a trace of Energy. But if it had taken three months to reach that trace, he wouldn’t be able to cause damage for decades, assuming he lived that long.

Which, sadly, he most certainly would.

Will nodded. He’d declined to enter the lottery for the zirple, with the excuse that he wanted longer-term residents of the community to have the first chance at the benefits they’d so long coveted. Speaking of which…

“I’m assuming that Elizabeth, as well as Eva and the Traders, will start to receive their allotment of zirple soon? The first crops are being harvested now, and there should be sufficient quantities for everyone.”

Arthur looked at him, and Will knew the answer before it was given. “Crop harvests are erratic and spoilage often occurs. As such, we will continue to have drawings for daily rations until such time as we are able to predict with confidence the size of the usable crop. The best I can tell you, Will, is that their allocations will depend on when their names are drawn and the success of the crop.” His thoughts betrayed what Will already suspected, that the drawing had been rigged. Arthur and Roland, of course, always received their share, and Maynard heard his name called every day. The Traders remained highly infrequent winners in the lottery, and both Eleanor and Gerald had been heard grumbling about switching professions as a result. It was lost on no one that the drawings were rigged. Given that most villagers won on a daily basis now, however, they had no reason to complain about the obvious maltreatment of their neighbors.

Though the numbers were certainly unequal, the village was clearly dividing itself. A small handful were intent on developing their professional skills and creating higher quality and greater quantities of goods for sale and trading those at the greatest possible profit. With the arrival of Roland and his alliance with Arthur, the greater portion of the community was now riveted by the possibilities the zirple root provided, and as such they once again followed Arthur’s lead without question. They knew the lottery was, to some degree, a charade, and that any that Arthur favored — like Maynard — would win, regardless of the number of chances they purchased. Yet they participated and curried his favor to ensure that they’d hear their name called each day. Arthur’s licensing deal with Roland had been a stroke of genius.

Will shrugged. “I’m taking a walk outside the walls, then, and seeing how the harvest is progressing. Elizabeth, would you like to join me?” He walked away, and was aware that Elizabeth hurried after him a few seconds later. The two headed for the gate, and Will could feel Arthur’s eyes boring into him as the man’s thoughts hammered in to Will’s mind. Arthur was suspicious of Will’s motives and successes in Trading, and was jealous of his ability to rally the community to projects like the Wheel in a way Arthur never could.

Let him wallow in his unhealthy emotions, Will thought.

Elizabeth, as was her custom, walked with her head down, avoiding eye contact and conversation. Previously, it was something she did to ensure that no one detected her incredible health and vitality by recognizing those “symptoms” through the glow of her eyes. She’d avoided questions that way, questions as to how she’d achieved such health if she was suffering through so many experiments. Today, she walked with her head lowered as the reality of her existence weighed her down.

They walked beyond the path to the farms, and Elizabeth didn’t even question why they weren’t heading toward the zirple fields. She’d known they’d head to the cave, a place they’d not visited in some time. They walked away from the cave, and when they both sensed there were no eyes spying on them, Will took her arm and teleported the two of them into the cave.

She sat down on the stone floor and cried.

Will sat next to her and put an arm over her shoulder, and she leaned in, her tears wetting his shirt. He understood that she needed to grieve, that in so many ways she was now an orphan, losing her mother to a violent death, and her father to his megalomania. Though she’d soon turn nineteen years old, and possessed savvy survival instincts and intelligence, she was in many ways still a child, denied the nurturing so desperately needed as she’d aged from an innocent and happy little girl into a pawn during the always-difficult teen years. She was only too aware that her only living parent believed her existence only mattered when it furthered the man’s own dreams, without regard to hers.

When the tears ended, there was silence in the room. And then to Will’s surprise, Elizabeth began to laugh. It wasn’t a joyful laugh, meant to express happiness or humor, but a laugh of realization, that everything was not what it seemed.

“What is it?” Will asked, baffled.

She sat up, moving away from contact, and turned to look at him. There was a faint flicker of the fire he’d seen in her eyes when he’d first arrived, enough to let him know that she wasn’t completely defeated. “It won’t work.”

“What won’t work?”

“The zirple.”

Will paused. “But Roland said—”

“Roland is wrong. Zirple is the second step in the process, an important one, but it’s useless without that first step. He likely went through the first step and didn’t know it, or thought he’d gotten very sick when in reality he was suffering through the first step in the process. Or maybe, just maybe, zirple works if you use it long enough, years and years. Zirple was one of the first things they forced on me when I was very young, and it did nothing for me, or to me. Then I did that first step, and after that, the zirple worked well, and very quickly. My father has been at it for three months and barely has enough Energy to warm his fingertips. It shouldn’t take that long. The others have gotten it less frequently than he has, and as such they’ll take even longer to see anything happen.”

“So there’s another, secret ingredient?” Will asked.

She nodded, then frowned. “I don’t want anybody to find out, though. I’d tell you, but…”

“But I don’t need it.” Will thought for a moment. “There’s no need to tell me; I don’t want to ever have the chance to let slip the name. I imagine it’s still in the Schola?”

She gave him a vague look.

“Maybe you should start moving it to your room. The same way you’ve moved the money from Arthur’s room. When we come here the next time, bring it with you and leave it here. Or let me know — in my head — where it is in your room and I’ll move it here. Just make sure that you only do a little at a time.”

Elizabeth nodded again, smiling, and Will understood. She’d already done that.

“I told Eva the secret ingredient, but not about the zirple. And now that makes me worried.”

“How so?”

“What if Father doesn’t prevent her from getting the zirple? She’s used the first ingredient. If she takes the zirple now, her Energy will develop rapidly. She might even do some… you know… magic without meaning to, and people will see. My father… he killed my mother for just talking about hiding things from him. If Eva’s the only one to develop any noticeable skills, more quickly than anyone else, after she’s been denied zirple for so long… I’m afraid something similar will happen to her.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m worried about something bad happening to Eva. That means I’m not like him, right?”

He put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps it means you’re like your mother.”

Her eyes glazed over, and it was apparent that she was reliving memories made with the woman called Genevieve, Arthur’s wife and Elizabeth’s mother, a woman who had died at the hands of a violent mob before Will had arrived.

“She was the only one who always cared about me,” Elizabeth whispered. “Others did eventually, people like Eva, but Mother always did. She hated what Father was doing to me, but when she tried to talk him out of it he got… scary. She was afraid of being hurt herself, and that’s when all the time in the Schola started. I wanted to be angry with her, but she was so angry with herself that I couldn’t bring myself to add to it. So she did the only thing she thought she could… she went with me, and experienced everything I experienced. I didn’t like to hear her scream, when some of those foods would burn so badly, and make us sick. I didn’t want her to be hurt too. But it helped to know that at least one person cared, and at least one person knew how I felt. I wished she had found a way, and the courage, to make it stop at the beginning, but when she couldn’t do that, she did the next best thing. It was her form of courage.”

She took a deep breath. “We figured out what happened at the same time. It was an especially nasty bit of food, a berry that smelled worse than manure, and tasted like… I’ve never tasted anything so awful. She was ill that day, and it was the only time she didn’t go with me, but she took it two days later. It was the same experience for both of us, though. When we swallowed it, it started burning us up from the inside out.”

Will blinked. This sounded like what he’d gone through with the Purge.

“Neither one of us could move, so people had to carry us back to our room. Father only said that he hoped I wouldn’t be out of work for long. He didn’t care that we were suffering, especially not Mother.” She glanced at Will, her eyes dead of emotion. “I guess that’s not a surprise to you, is it?” She sighed. “When we woke the next day, our bodies were trying everything to get that berry out of us. It was awful. We were so weak we couldn’t even make it outside to go the river that morning, and neither of us ate or drank anything. By the next morning, we were well enough to go to the river, but still pretty tired.”

“A few days later, somebody had me try the zirple again. This time, it didn’t taste so bad. I acted like it did, because I was so used to everyone picking the most foul things that I just assumed I’d gag on the taste. But it wasn’t bad. Mother ate it as well, and she kept her face without expression.”

“The next morning, we found we could read each other’s thoughts. Not well, but enough. We realized that the combination was needed: the berry first, and then the zirple. Each time we’d go to the Library, one of us would grab some of each, not enough for anyone to notice. The Travelers had brought home a large amount of the berry, so nobody noticed that it was disappearing slowly. We ran out of the zirple after a year or so, but the initial combination was enough that we didn’t really need to take it anymore. Nobody noticed we were getting stronger, because we were very good at making sure we looked worse and worse as we felt better and better.”

Her eyes ceased blinking, and the pure terror on her face was unavoidable. “After a typical day of work a few months before you showed up, Mother and I were talking about the horrible tastes and smells, and joking about how nobody in our community would have the persistence or courage to actually eat any of those things even they did work. And Mother said that whatever we might figure out, we should never share with Father or any of the others, because they were unworthy to develop the skills described by the Travelers and Father. Father walked by our window at the moment she said that, and heard her. That’s why he did it, that directive he heard her give me to never reveal anything I might learn. Father burst into our room — my room now — and hauled Mother into the courtyard and after his shouting drew a crowd, Father told everyone that she’d told me to never share anything I learned with anyone. He said that was against what we stood for. He said other things, but in the end, what matters is that he got the crowd so angry that they beat her until she stopped breathing.”

Elizabeth looked at him. “She could have saved herself. She could have told them that we had figured it out, because at that moment they suspected nothing, thought she was speaking about a potential situation in the future. If she told them then what she knew, she would have lived. She didn’t. She had long since figured out what Father is truly like, something I took too long to understand. She knew that allowing him to have that information would be disastrous. And so she said nothing, and I lost my mother through her final attempt to hide my secret and save my worthless life.”

She looked at the ground, took a deep breath, and continued. “I told Eva because I needed to believe in someone, and I needed someone to know who and what I truly am. She’s said nothing to anyone; well, she’s probably talked to you, but only because you figured everything out immediately. She’s the closest thing to a friend and a parent I’ve had since Mother died. And I don’t want her to suffer the fate Mother suffered. That’s why I want to be a Trader, Will. I need to watch out for her, and be with her. She’s the only one who knows everything. If she goes… I don’t know that I’d care to live. It will mean that all of the decent people in this community besides you are gone, and Father will have won.

“Father won’t let me die, but he will not spare others the same fate. If Eva… shows, or if I do… his rage will mean the death of someone. He’ll not let it be me, though. We need to keep Eva away from him as much as possible if she starts taking zirple, or she’ll be dead soon after.”
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Arthur moved to consolidate his power by working to ensure that the two people most likely to disrupt it had their credibility destroyed.

The man spoke on many occasions about the fact that the Traders had no marketable skills, and relied upon the talents of others to earn their money. If the metal smiths and carpenters and weavers did not create any products, the Traders would have nothing to trade. Yet the skilled workers could, in fact, trade themselves and retain all of their profits, not just a portion. Why share anything with the Traders, Arthur asked, when all of the profits rightly belonged to those who created the products? With their growing zirple-enhanced skills, they’d be able to trade at a similar profit level; the Traders, meanwhile, who averaged winning the zirple lottery about once per month per Trader, would fall behind and have to beg others to hire them to perform chores to earn an income. If Eva and Will, potential threats to Arthur’s leadership role in the community, were begging for jobs, it would effectively destroy any such illusions of supplanting Arthur.

Long forgotten was the first Trading mission Will participated in nearly three years earlier, where they’d generated massive financial gains for everyone, and the successive Trading missions in which ever-greater profits were derived. With the notable exception of Elizabeth and the Traders, everyone was dressed in finery and owned many changes of clothing and shoes, boots, silks, comfortable pillows and warm blankets for their rooms. A few had even purchased one of the few handmade books available in the era. They were able to read only after Will and Eva had taught them. When Will thought back to the wide availability of electronic books in his time, or even those which might be on his paper scroll computer, he could only marvel at the technological differences in the eras.

Such advances were far from his mind now, as were the joyous exultations greeting their returns from Trading missions, for the villagers considered them a lower class of citizen now. The zirple was having its impact, slow though it might be, and with each passing day new members of the community boasted of feeling a small, strange warmth in their bodies, and of being better able to sense the thoughts and emotions of their neighbors. It had taken at least six months of zirple usage to achieve this development, however, and Will was able to tell that they were only able to read general intent, not precise thoughts.

Still, it was enough development to most of them that they felt emboldened to adopt an air of superiority toward the “less skilled” among them. They’d avoid looking at the Traders, for they believed the Traders to be their inferiors now, chosen by nature through Arthur’s lottery to fall behind in developing these new abilities. Will thought that perhaps, in light of the wealth the Traders had brought to all of them, that there might be some compassion — and learned that the thought that his neighbors possessed compassion was a terrible mistake. Arthur had by now convinced everyone that the Traders had been skimming profits for years, taking advantage of the illiteracy of the majority of residents to claim lower profits in their trades than they’d actually earned. He noted the ease with which all of them had paid for Elizabeth’s services — and in the case of the newcomer Will, above-market rates at that — despite not having any product of their own to sell. Arthur ignored the fact that the Traders did not spend their earnings on ostentation or excess, and were thus able to afford the things they valued. Clearly, they must be stealing earnings from the truly talented in the community.

It was no surprise to Will, then, that he, Eva, and the other Traders were jeered at as they gathered with the rest of the villagers and prepared to head out for a Trading mission. Arthur, as always, felt the need to address the entire community first, adding to the notion that nothing of any importance happened in this community without his blessing. “This, my friends, will be the last time a dedicated team of Traders will represent this community in neighboring towns and cities, siphoning from the hands of our skilled craftsmen profits that should rightfully go to those who make the goods, rather than those who merely deliver them.” Cheers rang out, and Will didn’t need his empathy skills to know that his neighbors were eying him with suspicion, certain that Will and the others had somehow hidden money from them, money rightfully theirs. Arthur turned to the Traders, who stood before the community in threadbare clothing, looking decidedly less excited about this Trading mission than any other since Will’s arrival. Will allowed his face to reflect an air of bafflement at Arthur’s statements. “We wish you well, our decidedly untalented brethren, you who eat our food and avail yourselves of our hospitality. May you find friendly faces in the town you elect to visit, and may you keep excellent records of all transactions. I truly hope that you don’t find your numbers in disagreement with ours.”

After suppressing the desire to levitate everyone in the community in the air twenty feet — and then let them fall — Will felt a chill, as Arthur’s thoughts projected his way. Will, in turn, projected the plan he’d seen to Eva, and then to Elizabeth, who would join them for the first time. He means to alter their records of agreed-to pricing while we are gone; they will claim a higher percentage of profits than they are due.

Eva’s face twitched into a brief smile. We can play that game as well. We shall simply ask for receipts written showing a lesser profit than actually agreed upon.

No! Will’s telepathic response was sharp, and Eva winced. We cannot match a wrong with a wrong. That makes us no better than them.

Elizabeth’s telepathic snort was incredibly loud to his telepathic ears. Will smiled.

So what do you suggest, Will? Eva asked. We must find some way to get enough money to survive.

The answer came from the newest Trader. Perhaps… perhaps we can earn our own monies, monies they cannot make any claim against. Elizabeth’s idea both surprising and welcome, for Will had been uncertain how to answer Eva’s question.

Will’s own fleeting smile flashed. What do you mean?

Father says we are untalented. I believe we have talents we can use to our financial advantage.

The exchange was rapid, taking only a few seconds, and there was no obvious delay between the end of Arthur’s speech and the Traders making their final climb into the wagons. The gates were opened, and Eva led the group out with Elizabeth riding next to her, followed by Aldus, Matilda, Will, Eleanor, and Gerald. All six wagons were heavily burdened with the wares produced by the community over the preceding two weeks, and each wagon needed two horses to pull it along. The snows had melted in the springtime thaw, and the muddy paths and heavy wagons were a poor mix. Travel was very slow-going, but none of them had any particular interest in completing the journey quickly. They’d made only half their usual mileage when they stopped and made camp that evening.

“We’re going to Richland again,” Eva said. “If this is to be our final mission together, I’d prefer to work among friends.”

“Perhaps we can stay there longer than usual,” Elizabeth mused.

Will was surprised. When he’d mentioned permanent escape before, Elizabeth had been angry at him, angry that he failed to understand that she needed to remain in her home village in order for her efforts at redeeming the community to take root. Perhaps, as she’d recognized that futility, she’d become concerned about her own mortality, rather than converting those uninterested in changing their ways.

Seeing his confusion, Elizabeth elaborated upon her idea. “I’m not saying we should move there. But, rather than trading and returning as quickly as we possibly can… why not stay there for an extended trip and make our own money, money not related to trading those goods on our wagons right now?” She scowled. “Father means to rob us of our share of the profit, probably because some of it would go to me. I don’t want any of you suffering for agreeing to take me along.”

After Eva assured Elizabeth that they’d all be fine, Will addressed Elizabeth’s idea. “That’s an interesting idea. You’re right; there’s no reason we have to Trade in a rapid fashion. We’re typically gone about a week, but that’s with better traveling conditions than these, and that duration assumes that we only spend a day in the city. Why not stay there a week or two?”

“We need money for that, Will,” Matilda noted. “Where do you suppose we might get enough to stay in Richland for that long?”

Will shrugged. “I’ve saved up quite a bit. And we’ve quite a few friends in Richland, as Eva said. I imagine that if we tell them we’d like to stay a few weeks, we could negotiate an excellent deal. While we’re there, we look at other opportunities to make money. We still do our best work Trading, of course, but that’s subject to sharing with the others and will probably be forcibly changed, and not to our benefit. Let’s spend two weeks earning our own money. We’ll store our own earnings elsewhere, outside the village, before we return. In that fashion, even if Arthur manages to manipulate events to extract all profit from the trades away from us, we’ll still have money to survive.” He glanced at Elizabeth. “Even if that means we move somewhere else.”

They team exchanged glances. Finally, Gerald shrugged. “Nothing much waiting for me back home, outside a bunch of ungrateful louts who think they’re special. Let’s stay for a while.” The others nodded in grim agreement, resigned to their likely fate upon their return to a place they might never again call home.

The roads dried out, and they were able to make good time over the next two days, reaching the outskirts of Richland just before sundown. They pitched their camp again, with the expectation that they’d make their way into Richland in the morning.

Will found Elizabeth sitting with her back to one of the wagon wheels, facing the town from her distant vantage point, her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms around her legs. Her facial expression was difficult to read. Will sat down next to her. “Nervous?”

Elizabeth was quiet for a moment before responding. “Confused.”

“What about?”

“About what I’ll see there. I’ve never left our village before, other than the baths and that short time I hid after Mother’s death. I don’t know what other people look like, or what type of clothes they wear, or how they talk. I don’t know if they’re friendly or if they’re more like Father. And I don’t know how to Trade.”

“I’ve met a lot of people,” Will said. “And I’ve found that with very rare exceptions, people are good unless they are consumed by some type of fear. Some fear losing their loved ones, or their possessions, or their money. Others, like Arthur, fear a loss of power and control. Others fear the unknown. Whatever it might be, it’s that fear that makes them behave poorly. If you show people how to overcome their fears, then the motivation for unfriendliness goes away.”

“I don’t know anything about him,” Elizabeth said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Isn’t that strange? I’m almost nineteen years old, and yet I know almost nothing about my father. If you’re right, though, something in his life made him fear power held by others, and being controlled by others, and so he strives to gain it for himself and hold it, so that he never need feel that lack of power or control again. I wish I knew what that was, what that experience was, because maybe, if I can help him get over that…”

Will turned his head, and looked at her. “You are a truly good person, Elizabeth. No matter what happens in the future, never forget that. It doesn’t matter who your parents are or what they’re like. Despite everything, you are still here trying to find good in this man rather than taking the easy and safe route of running away, and for what it’s worth, I’m proud to call you a friend.”

Tears formed in her eyes. “Likewise, Will.”

Will smiled.

They entered the town of Richland the next morning, greeting many of the guards and vendors by name. Elizabeth, the newest Trader, was an anomaly, and her flaming red hair made her stand out. Unaccustomed to the attention of others not intending her harm, Elizabeth folded her arms across her chest and kept her head down, fearful that someone would harm her in some fashion. “Keep your head up and smile,” Will told her. “Be confident. Arthur is nowhere near us. No one here will hurt you. In fact, you’ll find yourself happily accepted and welcomed here.:

Your doing? Her projection was loaded with the implication that any friendliness she’d experience would be due to him using his push-Empathy skills to instill such feelings in those they’d encounter.

Not necessary. One day you’ll understand that are worthy of love and friendship, Elizabeth. I’m hopeful you’ll start to see that during our stay here.

He could sense her disbelief that this could be true, but her doubt mingled with the hope that maybe, just maybe, Will was right.

They entered the market area, as was their custom, and greeted many of the merchants who had become familiar friends in the many visits over the past three years. The sense of familiarity emboldened Elizabeth, who gradually emerged from her shell and became invaluable in the purchases for made for the villagers. She’d spent a great deal of one-on-one time with the neighbors over the preceding thirteen years, and in that time she’d become quite familiar with all of them in the Schola, learning their tastes, and fears, and interests. She’d familiarized herself with the list Eva built, and found herself a skilled shopper, able to pick out just the right coloring of clothing for the men, just the right style of jewelry for the women, or just the right types of supplies for the various master craftsmen. The Traders had always done well with their shopping, but Elizabeth knew exactly what those general lists meant. Her warmth came out, and between the intrigue of trading with a young woman with flaming red hair, the passion with which she fought for deals, or her impressive Energy development and corresponding empathic and telepathic skills, she engineered perhaps the most thoroughly successful purchasing mission in the history of the Traders. Elizabeth’s purchases were not only personalized, they had been procured at dramatically below the required cost. More incredibly, those she’d traded with felt that they had profited from the experience as well, and not just in financial terms. They’d become familiar with the general sweetness of Matilda, the firmness of Eleanor, and the savvy of Eva over the past few years; in Elizabeth, they found all of that and more.

The innkeeper, Nicholas, greeted them with his standard warmth and showed them to their usual rooms. When they returned to the inn’s common room for their evening meal, the Traders introduced him to Elizabeth. He shook her hand and smiled. “I do not know where my friends come from, but I’ve learned that the women there are clever as well as beautiful. You are perhaps the best example of both of these qualities.” Elizabeth’s face quickly matched the color of her hair. His compliment drew a look of annoyance from Eleanor, one of offense from Matilda, and one of pride from Eva. Will chuckled.

Her confidence buoyed by her Trading success and the compliments she received, Elizabeth took care with her appearance for the first time since Will had known her. As one accustomed to doing work each day which literally made her sick, she never bothered with brushing her hair or ensuring that her clothing was clean and well-maintained. At Will’s suggestion, she had brought with her some of the money she had earned creating the daily zirple concoctions as well as some of those taken back from Arthur. With Eva’s assistance, she purchased a hairbrush and a new dress, and the two women spent the next morning working the tangles out of her hair and brushing it until it looked like flowing fire. With her new dress on, she looked like a different person. And when she entered the common room for the midday meal, Will wasn’t the only one staring at her. Will remembered her from the future, and today was the first time she’d had truly looked like Hope.

Elizabeth glanced around, acutely aware of the attention paid her, and, aware of the thoughts of jealousy in many of the women and the amorous thoughts of the men, she once again flushed crimson. Why are they staring at me like that, Will? That’s how people stare at beautiful women. I’m not beautiful. Eva is beautiful. Matilda is beautiful. I’m just the freak with the red hair.

Will managed to project a smile at her. It seems to be the unanimous vote of this room that you’re wrong on at least one of those points, Elizabeth. You are a beautiful woman, inside and out.

He saw her smile faintly from across the room. Thank you, Will. I can always count on you to keep my spirits up.

The Traders assembled at a table over their morning meal. “We previously decided to stay here for a few weeks,” Eva said. “We’ve completed our sales and purchases for others, and thus we can spend our remaining time here working for ourselves and earning our own money. Now that we’ve had time to think about this, are there any suggestions on what we can do to accomplish such a goal?”

Silence greeted her. Each of the Traders looked at the others, hoping that someone else would speak up. Will finally looked at Elizabeth. “Before we entered this town, you told me that this team has talents. Do you remember that?”

Elizabeth nodded. “We’re Traders. Why can’t we do that?”

Aldus looked confused. “We’ve already done that, though. We already finished all of the buying and selling.”

Elizabeth faced him. “Yes, we did. For our community. What about doing the same thing for the people in this community?”

Six sets of eyes stared at her, and Elizabeth became nervous, wrapping her arms around herself and looking at the floor, preparing herself for a verbal or physical assault like those she was accustomed to receiving. “Relax, Elizabeth,” Eva said, grasping her shoulder with a gentle touch. “We’re not angry, just confused. We don’t understand what you mean.”

“Right,” Matilda said. “Can you explain this idea?”

Elizabeth nodded. “We’re good at taking goods and going to a new community and selling them for a big profit. Why can’t we take goods from Richland and go to another town and sell for them, just as we always do? Same type of deal, where we split the profit?”

The confused faces became thoughtful, and slowly each of the Traders nodded. “I like this idea,” Gerald said. “I’m not a person who likes to stay long in one place, at least one that’s not my home. Let’s ask the merchants if they have extra goods to sell, and we’ll take them to the next town over and split the profits with them.”

Will nodded, then frowned. “We can’t simply leave with their goods. They like us, but they probably won’t trust us enough not to run off with their goods and never return. We don’t have enough money to buy their goods ahead of time, either. So we’d need to leave them something that would guarantee we’d come back.”

“Why not all of the goods we bought for the community?” Elizabeth asked. “That’s a lot of coins worth of material; we’d not spend the effort to buy them and then run off.” The Traders nodded, and then raised their mugs of wine – created by their own neighbors – in a toast to their newest member and her brilliance. Elizabeth blushed anew.

The next morning, the Traders left with two wagons full of goods from Richland. Two days later, they returned, each pocketing 20 gold coins in profits. They repeated the process with different merchants and traveled to other cities circling Richland.

Three weeks later, they left Richland, driving back three of the six wagons they’d started with, piled high with the goods they’d purchased for their neighbors. Their joy wasn’t lessened as they thought about the people who would likely try to rob them of their rightful Trading profit of 40 gold coins per Trader, who would likely continue to deny them access to the zirple that would grant them the supernatural abilities they’d all long sought, and who would possibly even banish all of them to the outside world.

The Traders knew they’d be fine if that happened. They’d be hiding 150 gold coins each in a hidden space outside the community before returning home to the village. With the profits earned on this extended Trading mission, they could almost buy their own hidden city in the forest to live in, a place where none of them would need to worry about a tyrannical leader looking to deprive them of their freedom.

XVIII

Shunning

 

 

The return to the community made the Traders wish they’d stayed in Richland.

There were no shouts of welcome, no warm greetings, no stories of happenings while they’d been gone. Instead, their neighbors gave them only cold stares, and the only words offered related to demanding their money and purchases.

Will realized that they’d misjudged what might happen in their extended absence. The Energy skills had improved in the weeks they’d been away, but none of the villagers had sufficient Energy yet to do much damage. They’d have minor successes in performing telepathy with each other, but would only get fleeting impressions of emotions or thoughts in anyone not trying to communicate in that fashion. Nevertheless, even those small successes had emboldened them all, and Arthur had been sure to stoke those thoughts to their illogical but emotional extreme.

The Traders were the enemy.

The Traders took their profits in transactions, selling goods they had not and could not make. They did not contribute to the food production that fed the villagers. They merely consumed, and as such any small good they did in handling Trade and freeing the others to focus solely on production was overshadowed. With their newly enhanced mental abilities, the residents could handle their own trading, and keep all of their profits rather than just half. The Traders had also not participated in the zirple consumption with the others, which was only fitting, as one of their number had been testing products — including zirple — for a dozen years and had failed to identify in the simple root the secret to unlocking the abilities they were all now developing. They were known, in at least one case, to have participated in conversations relating to denying others the fruits of that testing, and it was only right that these leeches were now denied access to the zirple. They had held others back in the past, financially and otherwise, and would continue to do so by draining food and other resources that could be better used by productive members of the village.

In the morning, the Traders arrived at the gate for the morning bath, only to discover that the others had already left. By the time the Traders reached the Halwende River, the others were already dressed and beginning the journey back.

Elizabeth had allowed her usual bedraggled appearance to return as they’d traveled back to the village. She was, however, emboldened by her Trading successes, and felt compelled to speak out. “And here I thought you’d miss me, Father. Why do you run away from me?”

Arthur ignored her, but Maynard did not. He drew his long sword, marched to Elizabeth, and pointed the sword directly at her throat. “Watch your tongue, you filthy mongrel. You’d do well to learn to show respect to your betters. You may otherwise find our community’s generosity towards parasites like you… slipping.” He feigned slipping forward, which would have plunged the sword through her neck, but he held the blade still.

“Do it, you coward!” she snapped. “The lot of you have been trying to kill me for years. Slit my throat, and my father will love you like the son he wishes he’d had. Or are you too weak to decide anything on your own?”

Maynard lunged at her, grabbed her arm, and spun her around so that she was pinned against him. He put the long edge of the blade against her throat, and the villagers stopped to watch, uncertain what to do. “Hey, Will!” Maynard shouted. “What do you think I should do here?” Nervous laughter flitted through the villagers. Their words were tough, their anger stoked, but they were uncomfortable with the idea of the cold-blooded murder of a young woman.

Will dispatched his nanos, creating a shield that covered Elizabeth’s neck, and sent the rest to cover the surface of the sword. He directed the nanos to gradually pull the sword down toward the ground, and the sudden weight took Maynard by surprise. “Looks like you need to make yourself a lighter sword, Maynard,” Will said. “That one appears to be a bit too heavy for you to control, and I’m concerned someone might get hurt.” The weight of the sword increased to the point that Maynard could no longer hold it upright, and it swung down in an arc, gaining weight the entire time, and slipped from his grasp. The blade embedded in the ground only inches from Arthur, who looked startled and then glared at Maynard. The metal smith looked at the blade, baffled.

“Be careful, Maynard,” Will said. “Whether it’s guilt over your bullying of an unarmed woman or weakness of your arm, you really need to get a new sword. One more move like that and you might find yourself…” He paused, leaned forward, glanced around as if to make sure nobody else could hear, and then looked back at Maynard. “You might find yourself forced to be a Trader. And we seem to be out of business.”

Elizabeth, who had managed to remain calm while having a sharp sword pressed to her throat, gathered her composure. Thanks for taking care of me, Will.

My pleasure, he responded.

Elizabeth turned to face Maynard, and patted him on the shoulder. “Maybe the zirple weakens sword-wielding muscles, Maynard. Perhaps you should consider cutting back on one of them.” And she walked away, heading toward the river, leaving Maynard confused as to what had happened.

Elizabeth elected to stay behind after the morning bath, and the six remaining Traders walked back to the village without her. The temporary joy they’d felt at the conclusion of the encounter with Maynard was undermined when they walked through the gate. They moved around to each of the craft masters, looking for opportunities to work, but none would take them on. Arthur and Maynard stood on either side of the collection of Shops, watching, ensuring that no one provided an opportunity for the Traders. Annoyed and hungry, they made their way to the chefs and bakers for their morning meals.

“Two coppers,” the chef told Will, his gaze icy.

Will stared at him. The cost per meal had always been one copper, and he had a hunch the sudden change wasn’t by chance. “When did the cost go up?”

The chef glared at him. “Just now.”

“And if I only pay one copper? The same price it’s always been?”

“Then you’ll get nothing.”

Will paid the two coppers for a meager ladling of the beef and vegetable stew. The other Traders, seeing themselves with no other options, followed suit. As they finished, Joseph, the carpenter, walked up behind them, handed the chef a single copper coin and received a generous portion of the stew.

Will looked at the chef and arched an eyebrow. “Another new price change?”

“What have you ever done for me, or for any of us?” the chef snapped.

In answer, Will reached up and grasped the rope controlling access to the overhead flowing water system. The chef’s eyes widened as Will gave a gentle tug, and the falling water saturated the chef’s clothing.

“Hey, Arthur!” Will called. “This guy’s doing a great job of making me feel unwelcome in the village. You should give him extra zirple or something to reward him! Or, better yet, give him the portion of somebody who’s not trying quite so actively to starve me and the other Traders.”

Will felt the dagger-like glares on his back as he walked away. There were some, his senses detected, who felt some doubt about the scheme. The shunning was almost like a game when discussed in the absence of the Traders; seeing Elizabeth threatened by Maynard, seeing Will and the others provided with such meager quantities of food, had made the game quite real, and the impacts quite dramatic. Yet the self-doubt didn’t translate into action. None of them wanted to risk their own wealth, health, or zirple allocation by speaking up or treating the Traders as they treated others.

Later that morning, the community came together, as they always did at the conclusion of a Trading mission, to settle up accounts. Will had recommended ordering purchases by profession and then by the purchaser, storing the wood-sliver receipt written in Eva’s neat script with the purchases. The settlement process had become far more efficient since then, but today would be a different story.

Eva had gotten into the habit of leaving the original wood-sliver receipts behind when they left to Trade. In the past year, they’d actually fashioned a large piece of wood, the equivalent of a modern-day billboard, and would tack each sliver up so that everyone could see what types of goods would be coming back. Eva would use those receipts and note total quantities and target prices on a single larger wood sliver – essentially a ledger – which made record keeping simpler. People would bring their receipts from the billboard when their groups were called, the Traders would note the price they’d gotten for sold goods or the amount paid for supplies and other purchased goods, and they’d figure out how much each villager was owed. Payment would be made, goods delivered, and when everything was done, the Traders would split the remaining profit equally.

They’d learn today that Arthur wasn’t above committing fraud to achieve his goals.

The first person to step forward was Joseph, the carpenter. Eva checked her list of transactions. “We sold 11 chairs for your team, Joseph, with a minimum price of eight silver pieces per chair—”

Joseph shook his head. “That’s not correct, Eva. This shows eighteen silver pieces as the target price.”

Eva frowned. “Let me see that.”

Joseph handed her the sliver of wood. As he’d noted, the sliver showed Joseph’s name, 11 chairs, and 18 silver pieces as the targeted price per chair.

Will frowned. “Joseph, this has been changed.”

Joseph shook his head. “It’s written down, Will. How could it be changed?”

Will pointed. “The number 1 in the target price is written by a different hand and with a different ink color than the rest of the letters and numbers on this. Someone added it after the fact.”

Arthur walked over. “Is something wrong?” His face was smug, and Will could immediately read his thoughts and emotions. Arthur had engineered this financial coup.

Will pointed to the receipt. “This was changed, Arthur. See how everything is the same black ink color except for the 1 in the number 18?”

Arthur looked interested. “Perhaps Eva ran out of ink while writing this?”

Will shook his head. “She wouldn’t go back and add in the number 1 afterward; if anything, the number 8 would be in the different ink color if that were the case.”

Arthur now frowned. “What are you suggesting, Will?”

“This was modified by someone, Arthur. Look at the three number 1s on this. The two in the black ink, in the 11 for the quantity of chairs, both have little slashes at the top. The one that’s part of the 18 is in the different ink color, but it doesn’t have those slashes. Someone else wrote that extra 1 in to raise the target price after Eva and Joseph created this agreement.”

Arthur looked at Joseph. “Did you change this, Joseph?”

Joseph shook his head. “No.”

“Do you remember agreeing to a price of 8 silver pieces or 18 silver pieces?”

“It’s been a long time, Arthur. I can’t remember.”

Arthur shook his head. “We have nothing to go off of other than this receipt, Will. Eva, you’ll need to use the receipt to provide Joseph with his earnings.”

This is ridiculous, Eva projected. “We sold the tables for two gold pieces, or 20 silver pieces, each. Incidentally, I would have recorded the target price as 1 gold and 8 silver pieces each, not 18 silver pieces.” She scowled. “But since the deal is being altered, the Traders keep half of the profit, or 1 silver piece per table, rather than the six silver pieces per table actually earned.” Her eyes flashed. “Enjoy your extra money, Joseph. Make sure you buy something nice for whoever modified the receipt for you. I hear Arthur likes wine.” She slammed the coins into Joseph’s hands, and the man walked away.

Arthur fixed Eva with a stare. “Are you suggesting that we should trust your word and private notes over public records?”

“I’m suggesting we should accept the fact that what we just saw was blatantly altered, Arthur. Shall I just give you the entire bag of proceeds to distribute as you see fit, or are you quite interested in watching us suffer through watching each of our profitable trades turned into nothing?”

Arthur feigned horror. “Eva, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Don’t blame me if your team is shown to be ineffective at their so-called profession.” He walked away, and his body language gave away his sense of triumph as much as any Empathy skill.

They worked their way through everything as usual, noting the telltale signs of forgery: the altered ink color, the extra ones added to create larger target prices, the modification of a 3 to an 8 to reduce the profit on a sale or a transaction. Eva had projected a profit per Trader of around forty gold pieces per Trader, even accounting for adding Elizabeth into the mix. In the end, they made only three gold pieces each. Eva handed out the coins to each of the Traders after they’d finished the distribution of money as defined by the altered receipt.

They walked to Elizabeth’s room, where the girl had elected to stay during the distributions. She’d reasoned what would happen, and hadn’t wanted to take part in the fiasco. In her sorrow, she’d passed the time by brushing her hair and changing her clothes, resembling now the radiant young woman who’d made such an impression in Richland. Her face clouded when Eva handed her the money from the trip.

“Thirty pieces of silver,” Will muttered.

Matilda, who had more education than the other Traders, allowed her face to curl into a wan smile. “Appropriate, isn’t it?”

“So, what do we do now?” Eleanor asked.

“We can leave,” Aldus said. “They’d love to have us in Richland. We could sell goods for the craftspeople there for as long as we like. We could even use that as our base and cross-trade between cities.”

Will nodded. “It’s a good plan, because there’s nothing—”

“I’m not leaving.”

All eyes turned to Elizabeth, to find her blue eyes flaming.

“Why?” Matilda asked, exasperated. “We’re not wanted here, Elizabeth. They’ll rob us of everything we own and see us starve to death. It’s a group not unfamiliar to violence and cruelty.” She fixed Elizabeth with a scathing look. “You, of all people, should be aware of that.”

Elizabeth’s face clouded, then turned stony. “Then leave. I’m not leaving for good. I’ll leave to Trade, but this will remain my home until the day I die.”

Gerald shook his head. “Don’t be naive, Elizabeth. If you stay long enough, someone’s going to grant you that wish. Maynard almost did not too long ago. Don’t expect to be saved again by his arm getting tired; next time, he won’t wait that long.”

Elizabeth folded her arms. “I’m not stopping you from leaving. I will not join you in leaving forever, however.”

Eva sighed. “Elizabeth, this is not a decision any us will make easily, one way or another. But we must all consider what’s in our best interest.” She hesitated, and there was a brief quiver of her lip. “Should the others decide to leave… I will join them.”

Elizabeth face filled with pain. “No,” she whispered. “Please. Don’t leave me here alone, Eva.”

Eva shook her head. “Our time here is done, Elizabeth. It is time to say our farewells, to say goodbye to what might have been. This community will destroy itself before long, and I for one want to be gone when it happens.” Her face clouded. “I only wish my brother had returned before we decided to leave.”

The other Traders all indicated an agreement with these sentiments. Elizabeth, her face still marred with the pain of Eva’s declaration, of learning that the woman who’d acted as the closest thing to a parent she’d had for many years was leaving, looked at Will, hoping to find some comfort. Will knew he would do exactly what she would do, for she was the reason he’d traveled centuries into his past.

Nobody else could know that, however.

“I promised you before, Elizabeth, that I would do whatever you asked me to do. And I think that extends to your decision here. I cannot help you if you are living in one village and I am living somewhere else. So… my decision is the same as yours. I will not break my promise to you.”

Eva nodded, appreciating his loyalty, though the others simply stared at him in disbelief. “I don’t understand, Will,” Aldus said. “The rules are being blatantly set up against us, even something as basic as the cost of food—”

“That’s a good point, Aldus,” Will interrupted. “And regardless of whether any of us intends to stay or go, we’re owed an explanation.”

“Will…” Eva said, her voice a warning.

Will ignored her. “Excuse me, Arthur,” he said, raising his voice. 

The leader of the village looked his way, and frowned. “What is it, Will?” he asked, with an audible sigh.

“I’ve noticed after this morning’s transactions that you’re exceptionally concerned with ensuring that agreed-to prices for various items are enforced. I think that’s very commendable, and it’s the sign of a true leader to ensure fairness for all those he leads.”

Arthur beamed. “I’m glad you feel that way, Will. I agree, ensuring agreed-to prices are enforced is very important, and I want you to know that everyone — even the Traders — are covered under that directive.” His smile held layers of meaning, and Will was able to sense that Arthur’s greatest sense of triumph was his belief that Will was finally, truly, defeated as a leadership threat in the community.

“I’m glad to hear that Arthur,” Will said. “For as a lowly Trader, I believe that I’ve been a victim of an agreed-to price being changed on me. This very day, in fact.”

“Yes, Will,” Arthur replied. “We’ve been taking care of the problem your team has inflicted upon us with your incorrectly recorded prices for transactions.” Laughter greeted this statement.

“It’s amazing how the writing on the altered numbers doesn’t match Eva’s handwriting, and how those numbers are written in different colors of ink. I’m certain that the problem will be investigated fully. We wouldn’t want everyone who lives here thinking that anything they write down might get changed on them if certain… conditions aren’t met. Perhaps we can have everyone here examine Eva’s handwriting on her private notes and the receipts stored publicly and decide for themselves if things look like they were written by the same person.” He paused. “Any reason we haven’t done that, Arthur?” He arched an eyebrow.

There were some murmurs in the crowd, and Will sensed that quite a few people wondered about that. He heard a few whispers of people wondering if, perhaps, Arthur had forged the numbers that had just been processed. And more than a few wondered if they’d been dishonest in their dealings with the Traders. They considered the Traders to be thieves, but didn’t want to be seen that way themselves.

Arthur, perhaps sensing that an examination of the evidence wouldn’t be in his best interest, changed the subject. “You said that there is a case of people not living up to agreed-to prices in the community that requires my attention?”

Not subtle about his role here, is he? Will projected to Eva. “Yes, sir. Since my arrival, our chefs have always charged a copper for a full bowl of stew and a slice of bread.”

Arthur nodded. “Of course. Nothing has changed there.”

“That’s interesting. I was just this morning charged two coppers for a partial bowl of soup and no bread. I was told that the price had changed. And yet immediately after my payment, one of my neighbors received a full bowl of stew and bread for the usual single copper. That seems incorrect, doesn’t it?”

Arthur smacked his forehead. “Oh my, I’ve forgotten that you aren’t aware of the new zirple discount, since you were away for such a long time. Since I receive the discount, I simply have forgotten how things have changed. You see, the price is now two coppers for a partial bowl of stew. However, for those receiving zirple, a special deal is in place, and they receive the old allotment for the old price. There is nothing amiss in your story.”

Will laughed. “Spin it how you want, Arthur. Let’s tell the truth here, shall we? You want the Traders out, and you’ve managed to rig everything to make us into lesser citizens. The Traders, against all laws of chance, receive essentially none of the zirple through the lottery. The Traders find written records altered to ensure that profits from their trips are under reported, and they receive less; nobody else cares because they get what the Traders lose out on. The Traders, who remarkably receive none of the zirple, find themselves charged higher prices for food. The Traders, who have always been welcomed members of the various professions between Trading trips, and who have always worked hard and added value in those roles, are shunned and prevented from the opportunity to do anything to help this community.

“And why is that, Arthur? It’s because you want the Traders gone, all of us, yet you realize you can’t tell everyone the truth. You fear the financial prosperity we’ve enabled here, which has nothing to do with your leadership, and nothing to do with the zirple. Consider this: if the zirple works as advertised, Arthur, wouldn’t it be better to have the Traders be part of this? Wouldn’t it be tremendously useful to have our Traders able to read emotions and thoughts, as this zirple is supposed to enable us to do, and then go trade, knowing you can tell exactly the best price?

“Arthur, you believe that this is possible, and that this type of trading dominance is ideal — but only if done by the person who created the goods being sold. If you have others do that work on your behalf, you believe, those people are stealing profits, and as such those people should be shunned.”

Will looked at the crowd. “And you all have come to believe that as well, haven’t you? Those evil Traders finally gone! Oh, happy day! You’ll get all of the profits on your sold goods! Isn’t that fantastic? But think about this. How many of you have ever traveled to another town, or another city? How many of you have ever tried to negotiate a price on a transaction? Here, the prices are set — well, unless you’re part of the current despised group of people and try to buy food, of course. That’s not how it works elsewhere. You’ll have no sense of what prices you might achieve, or even if you did, you’ll not know how to get agreement on a price. You think you can simply walk into a new town, divine the best price, and simply demand it and get it? Good luck. And while you’re gone, you can’t build anything else to sell. You’ll lose at least a week just traveling around. Think about that. You have to stop building chairs and swords and tapestries, because you have to load the carts, pack provisions, travel to the towns, buy and sell goods, pack everything up, and come home. One week, gone. But you’ll be tired when you get back, so you probably lose another two days preparing to travel and recovering. Nine days lost. How many chairs could you build in nine days, Joseph? How many swords can you make in nine days, Maynard? How many tapestries can any of you weave, how many kegs of beer or wine could you prepare? Each time you leave, you lose that many sales. Your skills will falter, and people will see a lesser value in buying your goods. Fewer goods produced, less profit per transaction. Think that sounds like a good plan? 

“So… do it. Cast the Traders out of this village. Do everything yourselves. See how your money situation looks afterward. Oh, and don’t forget… if you’re not here, you can’t enter the lottery and get your zirple allocation. If the Traders are the only ones not winning the lottery, and they leave, then everybody has to win every day, don’t they? No point in buying fifty chances if you’re going to win every day only buying one, right? Still think kicking us out is a good idea? Fine. Tell us all to leave, and we’ll leave. No argument. No protest. Go earn all of that extra profit Arthur says we’re stealing from you.”

He paused, then thought of something else. “Oh, and when we’re gone? Everything will be perfect, won’t it? All that profit, nobody consuming food you might want to eat. But it won’t be. Someone will become the next bad guy. Perhaps it’s the foragers, who just gather stuff up that’s fallen on the ground. Or the farmers: they plant seeds in the ground and then don’t do anything until harvest time, right? Pick a group; it will happen to one of you when we’re gone, because there must be someone to blame for any real or imagined problem, someone denied zirple through the lottery to keep everyone buying chances. By getting rid of us, you’re just increasing the chance that it will be you shunned instead. And don’t forget… you’ll have seven fewer mouths to feed, true, but you’ll have seven fewer people here to buy your food and other goods in this neighborhood. Who makes up the lost profits to the farmers and foragers and bakers and chefs when you eliminate one out of seven people who live in this village? But that’s okay. If they become poor, then they can be the next shunned group.”

Will turned and walked away, heading to his room, where he could be alone. He didn’t need to turn and use his eyes, or his other enhanced senses, to know that the Traders followed him, heads held high, leaving many confused neighbors in their wake.

Then he heard the crowd gasp, and this time he did turn around.

As the Traders had dispersed, Elizabeth, who’d been hidden by all of them near her room, was suddenly visible to her neighbors. But it wasn’t the Elizabeth they were accustomed to seeing. This was an Elizabeth who’d cleaned and groomed herself, revealing her radiant inner beauty. It was an Elizabeth with the confidence built through her successful Trading efforts. It was Elizabeth infuriated at the way her friends were being treated. That confidence and anger were reflected in every step she took, and those steps took her straight to Arthur.

“Hello, Father,” she snapped.

Arthur stared at her. “You… you’re beautiful. How did that happen?”

“It’s amazing what a girl can do when people care for her and believe in her, rather than try to kill her slowly, isn’t it?” She folded her arms across her chest and glared at him, clearly intending to say more.

Rage covered Arthur’s face. “How dare you speak to me in that fashion, you worthless child!” And he slapped her across the face, knocking her to the ground.

A blur flashed across Will’s vision, a blur his eyes finally recognized as Eva. The woman moved with incredible speed, fury on her face, and she crashed into Arthur, sending the two of them to the ground. “Don’t you dare hit her again!” she screamed, throwing fists and elbows at Arthur’s face. Arthur was in shock at the attack, but finally regained enough composure to defend himself.

Maynard pulled Eva away, none too gently, and hurled her aside. When Eva scrambled to her feet to attack again, she found Maynard’s sword in the way. “Give me an excuse, and I will run you through,” the giant snarled.

Eva didn’t move, but her glare never lessened in its intensity.

Arthur crawled back to his feet, stood up, and dusted himself off, matching Eva’s glare. He ignored his daughter, who was crying on the ground nearby, and stalked toward Eva, a predator ready to finish off his prey.

“Will said that you’d leave if I told you to leave. He never said that you wouldn’t come back if I told you to leave. But that is your fate, Eva. For an attack on one of your neighbors, for an attack on me, you are hereby banished from this community, and you may never return.”

“Wait just a minute!” Will shouted, marching back into the crowd.

“Stay out of this, Will!” Arthur growled.

“I will not stay out of it, Arthur,” Will replied, his voice calm but firm. “If the penalty for attacking a neighbor is banishment, then you are banished as well. It was your attack on Elizabeth that provoked Eva!”

“You’re wrong, Will,” Arthur hissed. “My disciplining of my child is not an attack. It is just discipline, and nothing more, and there is no penalty. As for Eva, she will be tried tomorrow morning, and when she is found guilty, she will be escorted away, never to return.”

It was difficult to ignore Arthur’s sneer of triumph at the look of horror on Elizabeth’s face.

XIX

Trial

 

 

“There is no defense. If attacking him is a crime, then I’m guilty, and proudly so. There’s no purpose in the rest of you dragging your images in this community down any further.”

Eva, Elizabeth, and Will were crowded into Eva’s room the next morning, discussing what might unfold that day, and Will wanted to figure out what type of defense Eva should mount.

“We can’t simply let him win, Eva. If you say nothing, you’ll be banished. And then what happens?”

Eva snorted. “I’m a big girl, Will. I’ll go to Richland. Nobody there wanted us to leave, did they? And none of them was hitting Elizabeth, either.”

“You can’t leave, Eva,” Elizabeth whispered, and her blue eyes filled with tears. “You can’t leave me here alone like that.”

“You’re an adult now, Elizabeth,” Eva said, her tone firm. “You must make your own place in this world, wherever in the world you wish to make it. Do not change your mind because of me. You’ve stated that your place is here, and that you wish to help your neighbors — and especially your father — rediscover the good they possess. You can have an impact here that you can’t have anywhere else. These people…” Eva glanced out her window, then leaned in closer, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “These people are developing abilities now. Nothing dramatic yet, but at some point, they’ll get there, and they’ll need someone who knows what they’re going through. They’ll need you.”

“Will can do it,” Elizabeth whispered. “He knows, more than me. I can’t lose you, Eva. You… you’re the only parent I’ve ever truly had, the only person who treated me like family. I need you, and my place is with you.”

Eva shook her head. “No, Elizabeth. You’ve made your decision to stay, and it is the correct decision. Do not change your mind because of me. Do not follow me. Do you understand? Promise me that you won’t follow me. Promise me that you won’t walk out that gate and try to track me down.”

Elizabeth looked at Eva’s expression, and realized arguing was futile. She lowered her head, eyes on the ground, and folded her arms across her chest, a stance Will recognized as one signifying defeat. “I promise.” Her voice was barely audible, and Eva moved to hug the young woman as a mother might embrace her daughter.

Will watched the display with sadness. He’d seen how Arthur treated Elizabeth, and had never known Genevieve, her mother. Elizabeth was desperate for a parental figure in her life, one that she could count on, and Eva was the only one who fit that bill. Will, going off the statements of those in the village, had portrayed himself as the twenty-five year old man they all believed him to be, which made him far too young to fill the role… even discounting the other complicating factors. The other Traders saw their positive treatment of Elizabeth as simply something they needed to do, but with Eva it was personal, something maternal. Even Will hadn’t moved to defend Elizabeth when Arthur had attacked her at the speed Eva had demonstrated, though he told himself that was simply because Eva had moved faster. He wondered what that said about him.

“Our best solution to this issue is to make sure Eva wins this trial and doesn’t need to leave, regardless of what she chooses to do afterward,” Will said. “If that happens, the rest of this conversation is moot.” He turned his attention to Eva. “How do these trials work?”

Eva snorted. “They’re a sham, Will. Arthur announces the crime and his verdict, and invites any in the community without a stake in the outcome to step forward if they disagree with the verdict. If no one speaks, then the verdict is upheld. Arthur says the role is to make sure that only impartial witnesses speak. But the issue is that anyone who actually could speak in their defense is ruled to have a stake in the verdict, and is not allowed to testify. So if your friend is attacked by someone, and Arthur rules that the attacker did nothing wrong, even if you were there and saw everything, you’re ruled ineligible to testify because it’s your friend and you have a personal stake in the outcome of the trial. Anyone else who might want to speak is often reminded, privately, that going against Arthur means some type of negative impact. They’d probably lose that cursed zirple root now. Do you think anyone that meets the criteria would speak under those circumstances?”

Elizabeth turned to him. “You could impact this, couldn’t you? You could make them side with Eva, make somebody allowed to speak do so.”

He could hear the question in her tone, the faith she had in his abilities, the desperate need she had for him to say yes. And yet…

“It would be wrong, Elizabeth,” he said, and the look of devastation on her face broke his heart. “I don’t believe in forcing people to my viewpoints. I’ll talk to whoever I can and try to persuade, but I won’t force anyone.”

“Then what’s the point of having those skills, if you won’t use them?” Elizabeth snapped. “How can you sit back and do nothing when an innocent person like Eva is threatened?”

Will sighed. “I’ve seen a lot in my life, Elizabeth. I’ve seen people who try to use various types of force to make others believe what they believe. And what I’ve found is that it never works. If I did that, and Eva is cleared, what happens next? Arthur won’t quit; he wants Eva gone. What if he frames her for something worse, Elizabeth? What if, because we force his hand, he goes so far as to end her life? What have we gained then?” He sighed. “Even if we lose, Eva is still alive out there, and we know that one day we can go find her again. The next time something happens?” He shook is head, not liking his answer any more than she did.

Elizabeth, who’d been sitting on Eva’s bed, pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, clearly conflicted. “I know I need to do the right thing. I just want the end result to be that I still have Eva with me. If she’s gone… it would kill me.”

Will swallowed hard, for her words triggered a memory. He’d arrived here in the past nearly three years ago, and when his time machine had dissolved into nanos, he’d been left with a few items, including a computer that looked like a piece of parchment, rolled into a scroll. Visible on that scroll was a note from the three people who’d sent him here, who had manipulated him into willingly getting into that time machine and traveling to the past to save his wife’s life. Elizabeth wasn’t his wife yet, but she would be in the future. In that note, they’d mentioned that Elizabeth would be in danger, and that he’d need to save her.

Had he reached that point now? Was this the event that would put her life directly at risk? Or were they referring to Maynard’s previous attack with the sword? He’d need to be on the alert at all times.

The trio eventually moved to the courtyard area, where a crowd was gathered to watch the trial. Arthur, as was his custom, was at the head of the crowd, waiting to begin the trial, joking with Maynard, likely discussing how Eva’s banishment would further cement Arthur’s grip on the community.

That sparked an idea.

When the crowd finished gathering, Arthur moved to speak, but Will shouted out. “Point of order!”

Arthur blinked at the interruption, puzzled that it had happened before he’d even spoken, and glared in Will’s direction. “You are not permitted to speak, Will. We are preparing to start the trial. Perhaps no one has bothered to explain to you how the trial system works here.”

“They have, Arthur. And the rules tell me that you may not speak during this trial.”

The crowd went silent, the tension palpable. Arthur was clearly stunned at this challenge, and rather than address it, he simply laughed. “Nice try, Will, but—”

“No one with a stake in the verdict, in the outcome of the trial, is allowed to speak during the process, correct? How could the person alleged to be attacked be said not to have a stake in the outcome?”

Arthur opened his mouth to respond, then stopped.

Maynard jumped up. “I will run the trial in Arthur’s place, then. I’d like—”

“Sorry, Maynard, you have a stake in this as well. You’ve clearly been acting as a guard for Arthur for quite some time, and if the alleged attack occurred, it would mean you’d failed. It would mean your status in this village would be damaged for failing to protect Arthur. You don’t qualify, either.”

“Fine, then. Let’s pick you, or one of your people, Will.”

“Our leader is on trial, Arthur. We don’t qualify, either.”

Arthur, recognizing defeat, began scanning the crowd, looking for someone who would qualify to speak the charge in the format of a trial. “And Arthur? Remember, everyone, by your rules, has a stake in the outcome of this trial. Everyone here relies on receiving the zirple from you, and so if they speak, it could be said that they’d fear possible reprisals from you or from Eva depending upon the verdict they speak or testify to. Everyone has a stake in this.”

Arthur realized his own rules had trapped him. He looked at Maynard, desperate for some guidance on this matter, and yet there was no such guidance forthcoming.

“By the trial rules of this village, Arthur, this trial cannot take place, and therefore guilt cannot be established. If guilt cannot be established, then no sentence may be pronounced, and the accused is free.”

Arthur’s face turned red, and his eyes burned with hatred at Will. The members of the crowd stood looking at each other, whispering, wondering what it all meant. Was Will correct? Was there no one who could legally speak to even start the trial?

He could feel the triumph of the Traders. He could sense the joy and adulations from Elizabeth, and the feelings she had for him, verging on love, intensified. He had saved from banishment the woman she loved like a mother, given her the chance to try to talk Eva out of leaving. And from Eva…

From Eva, he sensed sadness. Disappointment.

He turned to her, to try to understand, when Eva stepped forward to face the crowd. “I agree to waive the rule.”

Arthur and Will both stared at her, equally incredulous at these words. “What?”

“I agree to waive the rule. I agree to let Arthur run the trial under the established rules of the community. For that to work, the rule about stakeholders must be waived. For everyone.”

And there it was. Eva was letting Arthur get his trial of her, but she would get the chance to have people speak on her behalf.

Arthur’s gaze focused and narrowed. “The accused has no say in how the trial is run, Eva.”

“Perhaps. But in this case, the accused has everything to say in whether a trial will run. Take it or leave it, Arthur.”

Will winced at the strong emotion from Arthur in response to these words, and he’d come to understand enough about the man to know why. She’d just challenged his authority as leader, offering him a deal that he hadn’t and couldn’t win in every possible fashion. Worse, she’d done so in front of everyone in the community.

“Let me rephrase that, Eva. The accused have no rights. You cannot make motions to change our trial rules. You are simply subject to them. I run all trials, and that is my job. This trial is underway. The accused, Eva, is charged with attacking me, Arthur, with clear intent to do severe bodily harm. The penalty for said crime is banishment from this community. Is there anyone eligible to speak in her defense?”

“You’re overriding the trial rules of this community?” Will asked.

Arthur ignored him. “I repeat: is there anyone eligible to speak on behalf of the accused who is willing to do so?”

“If you can change the rules whenever it suits your fancy, then the rules have no meaning, Arthur,” Will said, his voice rising in warning to the community.

“It seems that there are no individuals willing to speak on behalf of the accused who are actually eligible to do so. In that case—”

“If he can change the rules you’ve agreed to live by without your consent now, he can do so again to the potential detriment of each of you in the future.” Will’s voice was loud, but firm. “If you don’t speak, you have essentially made this man your king. Is that what you want? To live in fear of a monarch? After all you’ve done to live in freedom, after you’ve thrown off the shackles of actual slavery, you’d throw it away for this?”

“The accused is hereby banished from this village,” Arthur continued, raising his voice a notch louder than Will’s. “She will be accompanied by me and one guard, Maynard, to the periphery of the lands we work, to ensure that she does indeed depart.” He fixed Will with a stern gaze. “No others may follow.” He turned his gaze back and forth over the crowd. “This trial is over. Depart, and return to your daily activities.”

As the crowd began to leave, Will sprang in front of them. “Before you leave, be certain to bow to your king. You have all just given up any rights you have in this village, and have consented to live your lives at the whim and pleasure of one man. He’s told you to leave; I tell you to hang your heads in shame for your cowardice, and the eagerness with which you threw away your own personal freedom.” He went to the Schola and tore down the sign hanging on the building, and held it up. “This sign says that the building is a school for personal growth. It is clearly misnamed.” And he threw the wood against the well, where it shattered.

The villagers gaped at Will and the broken sign… and as if to prove Will’s assertions correct, looked at Arthur for guidance. “Go to your Shops and fields and resume your normal activities. The trial — and the theater surrounding it — are over.”

The crowd, save for the Traders, dispersed, much to Will’s sadness. The only sounds from the courtyard were Elizabeth’s sobs. She raced to Eva and embraced her, and Eva returned the gesture, running her hand over the young woman’s head in a gesture meant to comfort. Arthur watched the exchange, a smug look on his face, and Will had to resist the urge to force his own trial for an attack on the man, though if he’d given in to his temptation, Arthur wouldn’t be able to officiate.

Elizabeth finally composed herself, and turned to face Arthur, her hatred and anger blazing in her vibrant blue eyes. “I’m leaving, Father.”

Arthur laughed. “You aren’t permitted to leave, Elizabeth. Your trip to the outside this time was a clear mistake, one that has encouraged far too many to question my authority.” His gaze flicked briefly to Eva, and then to Will, before returning to his daughter. “You’ll leave this village permanently in a box, and under no other circumstances.”

“You’ve already killed her, Arthur,” Will said, his voice quiet. “The box is already around her. You just can’t see it. How long until you and the rest of those living here are able to do so?”

Arthur glared at him, and then turned Maynard. “Escort Will to his room, and station someone there to ensure he does not leave.” He smirked. “Any man with a small knife should be able to guard him. Tell the guard that Will is not to leave until we return from our trip to remove Eva from our midst. And station another at the gate, in the event this girl elects to try to escape.” Maynard nodded, and seized Will by the arm. Will looked at Elizabeth, and watched as her face clouded into despair. Do something, Will. Please.

I will not do anything to force people to behave against their will, Elizabeth. That would make me no better than Arthur, and he’s not a man whose example I want to follow.

It would better for all of us if he were gone and you were our leader, Will.

Perhaps. But I will not force that outcome. This will work out for the best in the end, Elizabeth. It looks grim now, but it will get better. One thing I promise you, though, is that I will get you out of here. I don’t know how, but I will see that it’s done. First, though, I need to make sure that Eva gets away from here safely. I don’t think that’s Arthur’s intent.

Thank you, Will. But he could hear the disappointment in her thoughts. She wanted him to make things right, to use his ability to force the community to do the right thing. And yet he didn’t. The disappointment was powerful, more so because it came from her, and he began to wonder if his philosophy of using his power to persuade, rather than coerce, was wrong. He then thought of Arthur’s approach, using fear and jealousy and the threat of Maynard’s sword to persuade, and realized that Arthur’s way was a form of coercion. There was no greater example possible to show him that, no matter how bleak the situation seemed, that his approach was the right one.

Maynard smirked at Will as he shoved Will along, an expression reminiscent of the future Hunter called Aramis. “One day you’ll learn not to question authority, Will. Shut up, like the rest of them, and do as you’re told. One day, perhaps, you’ll learn to carry a quality blade so that you can defend yourself and those you seem to care about. How is it that you don’t carry a weapon, and how is it that you simply stand by and watch us batter your people, doing nothing but talking?”

“One day, Maynard, you’ll learn that the man to fear is the one who has weapons you can’t see,” Will said, his voice a whisper. Maynard blanched, undoubtedly remembering the mysterious heavy sword. “One day, Maynard, you’ll learn to read people better than you do. I’d have thought all that zirple would have done the trick, but apparently it’s not quite as powerful as Roland would have you believe. But I will tell you this: I will continue to be a thorn in your side, and Arthur’s, until I see your tyranny end.”

They’d reached his room, and Maynard threw him forcibly inside. “Then I suppose it’s best if you get used to this little prison cell, Will.” He motioned for one of his men to stand outside. “This man is under arrest for threats made against me and our leader, Arthur. See to it that he doesn’t leave this room. If he tries?” Maynard shot another smirk at Will. “You have a sword. He doesn’t. Make him regret that choice.”

The door slammed in Will’s face.

XX

Banishment

 

 

Will knew his first priority was to exit his room and go after Arthur and Maynard before they harmed Eva. In order to do so, he needed to ensure that the guard stayed out of his room. He closed the curtain to his room. “I have no interest in seeing you, hearing you, or…” He sniffed the air, loudly. “Smelling you.” The guard snorted, and turned his back to the room.

He considered going out the rear window immediately, but he heard noises back there, and saw Maynard arriving with Joseph the carpenter, armed with several wooden planks, nails, and a hammer. Will leaned out the window, and Maynard spotted him. “We’re well aware of this window, Will,” the man said, grinning. “But don’t think you’ll be trying to escape through it.”

The first plank slammed into place, and Will just pulled back in time to avoid having his nose broken. The men worked quickly, sealing up Will’s primary possibility of a more mundane exit, and then left. The only positive point was that if Maynard hadn’t left yet, neither had Arthur or Eva. He still had time.

But he needed to work and think quickly. He needed to be there to watch Arthur and Maynard escort Eva away, because he was fairly certain she wouldn’t otherwise leave the forest. Arthur wasn’t going to let her get away with attacking him and suffer a mere banishment as punishment. He was acting the part of a monarch, one who would see any insult, real or imagined, as an offense punishable by death. Maynard, and his sword, would carry out the punishment Arthur truly wanted, but one with which he knew the community would never agree. It was a punishment that none would ever learn about either, unless Will got there. None of them expected to ever see her again; both punishments had the same visible result to the villagers, but entirely different repercussions.

Will knew he could leave the community easily enough through teleportation, but if it were necessary for him to come back in through the gate, he’d need to explain in more mundane terms how he’d gotten out past the guard. He could probably make the man sleep, but didn’t like that idea. He’d need to show how he’d gotten away in a manner that would have escaped any reasonable guard’s notice… and something that any normal man could have accomplished.

He sat down on his cot, then rolled onto his back, staring up at his ceiling, hoping for inspiration.

The ceiling?

Will stood on the cot and reached up. Yes, he could definitely touch the ceiling in this fashion, for at its lowest point the ceiling was only about five feet off the ground. The peak of the roof faced the community, which meant that the lowest part of the roof was shielded from the viewpoint of any villagers.

He sat back down on the cot, and focused his senses on the grounds outside the village walls, looking for something specific. He finally found a stack of branches, and he teleported them into his room, and used his nanos to shape and weave them into a reasonable facsimile of a panel, one large enough to cover an opening that he could fit through. He then pulled the sample hinges and springs he’d been given from the spot under his cot where they’d been stored, and attached them to the panel. Will then floated the panel up to the ceiling. He attached the other half of the hinge to one of the cross beams supporting the roof, and used nanos to cut a hole the size of the panel into the roof. Finally, he attached the spring to the panel and roof cross-beam on the outer side, so the spring would hold the panel shut. The panel would open by pushing it up from below. He quickly cut a small notch in the panel that he’d be able to grab from the roof.

He did all of this without leaving his bed and in a matter of minutes; the nanos had enabled him to create a door in his ceiling that he could, if needed, use to pull himself out of his room and sneak back in.

After recalling his nanos, Will tested the approach to ensure he could perform the movement if challenged. He stood on the bed, pushed the panel open, grasped the sides of the opening, and pulled himself up and out onto the roof without too much strain.

Once on the roof, out of sight of everyone in the village, he jumped, using his Energy to float down to the ground on the outside of the wall. He closed his eyes, and his senses found Eva, tracking the harp-like sound of her Energy. They were still in the forest, though a good distance away from the village. Eva was walking, while Arthur rode next to her on his favorite horse. Maynard, armed as always with his sword, trailed behind. Arthur was talking to her, though Will couldn’t hear them. It mattered not. Focusing on the spot, he teleported into the trees above the trio, out of sight. Once certain that he’d not been spotted, he floated down to the ground once more, careful to remain silent.

He’d been practicing his invisibility skills now for the past three years, initially in his room at night, and later, as the zirple began to have an effect, in the cave during his private morning training sessions. Flooding his body with Energy, he focused on making each cell transparent, letting the light waves hitting his body pass through rather than bounce off. He glanced down at his arm, and could see nothing. Mission accomplished.

He still found it unnerving trying to walk in such a state. Even though he didn’t need to look at his feet or arms to walk, he was accustomed to seeing them in his peripheral vision during daylight hours. He felt momentarily out of balance as his mind worked to adapt to this new reality, but after a few moments he was able to walk at a brisk pace and catch up to the trio leaving the village..

He had to remind himself that he was invisible, not inaudible or weightless. On more than one occasion, he snapped a branch or twig underfoot, and Maynard would swirl around, looking for the source of the noise. If the situation weren’t so serious, Will would have enjoyed spooking the man in this fashion.

Arthur was questioning Eva with fervor. “I know that some of your team members have been developing abilities for some time, Eva.” Will was shocked. The three of them – Will, along with Elizabeth and Eva – had all been quite careful to hide their development. “I just don’t know for certain who has developed them. You? Aldus? Matilda? Tell me!”

Eva simply shrugged. “I don’t live in your neighborhood anymore, Arthur. You have no power over me here, any more than you did before. Stop wasting your breath.”

Arthur leaned lower in the saddle. “I could make things uncomfortable for you, Eva.”

Now she laughed. “I’m leaving, Arthur. What could you possibly do to me that would hurt? It’s a bit late to threaten me with torture now.”

“Who said you would be the one tortured, Eva?” The man’s smile was cold and calculating, and his eyes lit up as understanding reached Eva’s face.

“Your own daughter, Arthur?” Eva’s voice was one of despair, and Will noted with a sickening sensation the look of triumph that flitted across the faces of her captors. “Not even you could be so cruel, could you? You’ve already tortured her enough her entire life. Did you ever tell her you love her? Or was she just a slave, a piece of property in the form of your own flesh and blood, that you introduced into a community of people who fled their own bondage?”

“She wasn’t a slave, Eva. Payment was made for her services. And your affection for her has been obvious, which is my concern at the moment. If you don’t talk before you leave this forest, then Elizabeth will suffer as a result.”

“She was never a person to you, was she?” Eva’s eyes were no longer angry, but full of pity. “How empty a life without love must be.”

Arthur snorted. “My life is far from empty. I need names, Eva, not moral commentary. If you love her as you imply, then you won’t allow your inaction to cause her harm. Speak!”

Eva rolled her eyes, but said nothing.

The head nod was subtle, but Will caught it. He saw it happen in slow motion: the sword moving silently from the sheath on Maynard’s back; Arthur’s sudden halt of his horse; Eva’s movement stopping as well, as she looked up at Arthur with a questioning look on her face, puzzled as to why they were stopping; the look of horror on her face as Maynard’s blade pierced her back below her rib cage and exited out on the other side; the look of triumph on Arthur’s face as Eva’s eyes began to cloud, matched by Maynard’s face as he pulled the bloodied blade from her body.

Will dropped the invisibility and ran, screaming, toward the men. “How could you? How could you do this?” As he ran, he dispatched his healing nanos to Eva and sent a bombardment of Energy to her, praying it would be enough.

Arthur and Maynard looked stunned at Will’s appearance. “How did you get out?” Arthur hissed, anger replacing the shock on his face.

“Same way I got in originally. I climbed.” And before they knew what he was doing, Will had seized the sword from Maynard and hurled it back toward camp and buried an Energy-backed fist into the man’s abdomen, then pulled Arthur from the horse and threw him bodily through the air. “Leave! Both of you! Go slinking back to the village on your bellies and brag about your deeds. There’s no desire for such a sentence in our community. You’ve lost them now, Arthur.”

And for the first time since he’d known the man, Arthur did as he was told. He made to mount the horse, but Will slapped the animal on its haunches, and the horse bounded away. Will’s eyes burned with anger. “Walk.”

As he moved away, Arthur twisted around. “What are you going to do?”

“Give her a proper burial. Leave.”

Maynard stopped to pick up his sword. Will sent his nanos at the man, using them to form a glove around Maynard’s hand, binding the sword to him. A thin coating of nanos surrounded the blade, outside the thick coating of blood still present there. Maynard would not be able to clean the blood from the sword, nor would he be able to remove it from his grasp, until Will decided to allow it. With luck, that would occur after Maynard’s next trip to the latrine… and after his possession of the blade showed his guilt.

Once he was certain the the two men were gone, Will dropped to his knees and held Eva, flooding her with Energy, amplifying the healing work the nanos were performing. Stay with me, Eva. It’s not your time to go just yet.

I’m… so… tired… hurt… so… bad.

“Stay with me, Eva,” Will said. He kept the avalanche of Energy up, then glanced around him. The trees. The trees were buzzing with excessive Energy, left in a heightened state by the frequent interactions he and Elizabeth had with the living things of the forest. He sent secondary Energy streams to the trees, with what amounted to a plea: help me help her. Please.

The response was powerful: the influx of Energy poured into Eva’s body, and the oxygen levels in that clearing rose dramatically. Will felt it, but it was obvious that the greater oxygen was doing wonders for Eva. Her complexion deepened from the ghost-white pallor she showed only moments earlier, and her breathing stabilized.

I’m going to make it, Will. You’ve saved me.

Will choked up, and curled his arms under Eva, holding her tight. When her eyes opened a few moments later, the light in them was strong, and she looked at him with admiration.

“I… don’t know… how… you did… that… but… thank you.” It was still a strain to speak, but she did manage a faint smile.

He smiled back. “You’re welcome. I need to get you someplace safe, and I think I know just the spot. Ready to experienced something a bit strange?”

Her laughter was weak, and she winced. “I should be… dead, and now… I’m… alive. What… could be… stranger… than that?”

With his Energy stores replenished, and with his thanks sent to the trees, Will teleported them into the cave he and Elizabeth used for Energy training.

Eva’s eyes were wide with shock when Will set up Energy lights in the cave. “Elizabeth and I have come here to work on her Energy skills. I don’t think anyone will find it from the outside, so it should be a safe place for you to stay until you fully recover. I have to finish a few things and then go back to the village to deal with Arthur and Maynard.” His face fell. “That will include dealing with a young woman who will be devastated to learn of your death.”

Eva looked at him. “You aren’t going to tell her the truth?”

Will shook his head. “Not right away. She has to act in an expected manner, at least for now. And that will be best accomplished if what she hears about you remains true in her mind.”

“She’s going to hate you for this,” Eva said. She looked at him with compassionate sadness, a means of telling him that she didn’t disagree with his decision.

Will sighed. “I know. Right now, I need to keep her safe physically until she decides she’s ready to leave, and I don’t think that will happen if Arthur and others mention your death and she looks anything less than devastated. Arthur thinks she’s staying because he’s forbidden her to leave, but as soon as she’s ready? We’ll be gone.”

“You need to get going, Will. Take care of her. She knows that you care about her, and as much as your decision on telling her my actual status might sting in the short-term, in the long run she’ll understand it was for the best.”

“Thanks, Eva.” Will rose and teleported back to the spot he’d left earlier, wondering why it was that her statement about withholding information from someone he cared about for their own protection seemed so poignant.

He found a section of soft dirt, and using his hands — with an assist from his nanos — he dug a hole a few feet deep. He picked up a stone, tossed it in, and pushed the dirt back in. He found two sticks and used some vines to fashion a simple cross, which he pushed into the freshly dug dirt next to what he’d tell everyone was Eva’s grave. He stood, noted the blood staining his clothing and hands with a degree of grim satisfaction, and headed back to the community.

XXI

Fallout

 

 

Will entered the opened gate to the community, not certain what he’d see. Would it be business as usual? Would Arthur and Maynard be trying to spin what had happened after they’d left with Eva? Would they be trying to pretend nothing had happened? Would they be attempting to convince the community that Eva was dead and that Will was responsible?

Arthur was standing in front of the crowd, and from the looks on their faces, he’d at least told them that Eva was dead. “The criminal Will has been ordered to bury the dead woman, the woman that he murdered in cold blood. It is for us to decide his more permanent punishment.”

“You are perhaps discussing the murder of the Trader Eva using the sword that Maynard never allows another person to touch?” Will asked.

The crowd turned to him, and the looks were, to his comfort, confused. Were they looking at a murderer, or a wrongly-accused man?

“Will, there are two witnesses to your atrocity,” Arthur said, trying to sound bored, attempting to use the tone to convince the crowd of his truthfulness. “And those two witnesses have informed everyone that you took Maynard’s sword, stabbed Eva, and handed the sword back.”

Will laughed. “That’s interesting. So you expect these intelligent people to believe that one unarmed man took a sword away from our greatest warrior while you stood by and did nothing, stabbed a woman, and then handed the sword back?”

“We were caught by surprise.”

“In the forest? Where leaves and twigs announce every step? How could you claim to be surprised?”

“Do not ask me to explain the actions of a criminal, or how he manages to conceal himself until he is able to spring into action. You have blood on your hands, Will. What greater evidence is needed?”

Will arched an eyebrow. “There’s blood on the sword in Maynard’s hand. Should that not condemn him, rather than me?”

“As I’ve said, the sword was retrieved by Maynard after you used it to stab Eva. Do not blame him for your actions. That blood is on your hands, literally.”

“The sword was retrieved by Maynard? But I thought you said that I handed it to him?”

“The words mean the same thing, Will.”

“They most certainly do not. In the one case, you’re alleging that I gave him the sword. In the second case, you’re alleging that he had to act to get the sword back. Which is it?”

“Since your memory is so foggy, I will refresh it for you. Maynard had to remove it from you by force after you stabbed Eva. It took him very little effort. I was attempting to spare you your pride by saying that you handed it back to him. The lack of effort required by Maynard was truly a credit to his strength, and a condemnation of your weakness.”

Will paused. “If Maynard is so strong, and never lets his sword out of his grasp, and I’m so weak… how do you explain to this crowd that I’m supposed to have wrestled it away from him, and then controlled it long enough, without action on his part — or yours — to stab Eva?”

Arthur opened his mouth to speak, and then realized he was trapped. The murmuring of the crowd made it quite clear that they knew he’d manipulated them, that he was trying to blame something on Will.

“How did you get out?” Arthur asked, pivoting the conversation. “There was a guard posted by your room. He was still there when we returned, and said he’d not seen you leave.”

“Yes, you posted a guard by my door. I hadn’t been aware that I was under arrest, or had been charged with a crime. Why did you post a guard, Arthur? I’d been charged with nothing this morning. There was no purpose in posting a guard at all, and certainly nothing gives you the power to do so. Or perhaps you truly do believe yourself a monarch here, able to do whatever you wish?”

The crowd was noisier. And the angry looks were now being directed at Arthur and Maynard, not at Will.

“You have the abilities, don’t you?” Arthur shouted. “That’s how you got out! He’s been hiding information from us!” That at least got the crowd to pause.

Will shook his head. “I’ll show you how I got out,” he said, and watched the look of triumph vanish from Arthur’s face.

He led the crowd to his room, stepped past the surprised guard, and opening the door. He invited several of the villagers, including Silver the metal worker and Joseph the carpenter, to join him inside. Arthur and Maynard were left outside, buried behind the crowds near Will’s room.

Will showed them the hinge he’d built in the roof, using materials he’d been given back during the construction of the Wheel and the water distribution system, extras they’d not needed. “I like to sit on my roof at times and look up at the stars, so I made this door in my roof to let me climb out. When I was trapped earlier, I suspected that I was being kept prisoner to make sure I couldn’t follow Arthur and Maynard, and I worried that they intended to make Eva’s banishment something she never could overcome, even if she wanted to do so. So I crawled out on to my roof, onto the wall, and slid down. Then I ran in the direction I suspected they were heading, and found fresh tracks I could follow.”

“Show me,” Joseph said, indicating the hatch.

Will pushed the hatch open and grasped the roof, using his forearm to keep the hatch open. He crouched as low as he could on his bed, then sprang up with his legs while pulling with his arms, and popped out the top of the opening, just as he’d done earlier that day. He sat himself on the edge, nearest the cross beam, so that his weight didn’t damage the thatched roof. He then dropped back into his room, onto the cot, and let the spring pull the panel closed.

Joseph and Silver nodded to the crowd when they emerged. Will’s story checked out. A few others pushed inside, including Arthur and Maynard, and they gaped at the contraption.

“When I finally caught up to them, Arthur was trying to get Eva to say that some of the Traders had developed special abilities, and name names. She didn’t do so, of course, because she couldn’t. All of the Traders have been denied sufficient zirple to develop any type of skills. Arthur waved his hand and stopped his horse, causing Eva to stop walking. Maynard kept walking and stabbed her through the back from behind. I was enraged and attacked them, unarmed though I was, but the damage was done. I buried her in the ground where she fell, stabbed in the back by a coward of a man too frightened to face her, and a so-called leader who made the order against the wishes of those he wants to lead.”

The crowd was silent, and Arthur was sputtering, trying to find some way to regain his advantage. “I’m telling you, Will has abilities! He’s been hiding them from us!”

“How can that be, Arthur?” Will asked. “As I just said, you’ve made it a point to keep me — and all of the Traders — away from the zirple. Yet you accuse us of having abilities, and hiding things from you and the others? You, who openly deny us the ingredient we need to develop those abilities?”

“Roland!” Arthur shouted. Will, sensing what was to come, made sure his Shielding was up. “Roland, you are the most advanced in abilities here. You can tell if someone has these abilities, can’t you?”

“If they’re strong enough, yes,” Roland replied. “After a while, I could feel when I’d walk by someone in that remote village who had been using the zirple for a long time. I should be able to do that here as well.”

Arthur smiled. “Check him, Roland.”

Roland walked toward Will, and the crowd tensed. Roland leaned in closer to Will, seeming almost to sniff for a hint of what Will called Energy, a move that was highly uncomfortable for Will due to the invasion of personal space.

After a few moments, Roland turned to Arthur and shook his head. “Nothing. There’s nothing there, Arthur. He has no more ability than I did ten years ago.”

Arthur’s eyes flashed with anger. “This isn’t over, Will,” he snapped. He then walked away, back toward his home, with Maynard in tow.

The crowd gradually dispersed, with many of the residents stopping to offer their apologies to Will for doubting him. Roland promised to make sure that he got his zirple, but Will shook his head. “Eva was killed over the obsession with that plant and what it’s supposed to do for us. Taking it now, for me, would be an insult to her memory, as if her sacrifice was my payment to receive it. No, give my share to the other Traders, and especially Elizabeth.”

Joseph, the carpenter, was the last to walk by. “That was an impressive thing you did in there. The door in the roof. How did you think of it?”

Will shrugged. “We used the same idea to open a door and let water out of the ducts. I thought I could make a larger one that would fit me.”

Joseph laughed. “It seems to have worked.”

As the carpenter began to move away, Will put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “One moment, Joseph. Has anyone told Elizabeth about Eva yet?”

Joseph shook his head. “Not directly, Will. I was close to her room when Arthur told everyone, and I’m pretty sure I heard her crying. But I don’t think anyone has talked to her directly.”

Will took a deep breath. “That’s what I thought. I suppose I need to be the one to tell her.”

Joseph nodded. “I think that would be best. Eva was… Eva was like a mother to her. We all saw that. I wish we’d done a better job of acting more like Eva. I truly hope that her loss helps us all to become better people.”

“Don’t hope for it, Joseph,” Will replied. “Hope without action means nothing; it’s just words and an idea. You have to make the decision on how you’ll behave, and simply not accept any excuse or difficulty as a reason to act in any other way.”

Joseph looked thoughtful, and then nodded. “Then I’ll look for the strength to do the right thing. Thank you, Will.” And the carpenter walked off. 

Will headed to the right out of his room, and then turned left, heading toward the gate, toward Elizabeth’s room. As he neared, he saw Arthur standing outside her room, as if undecided about something. When he saw Will approaching, the man frowned. “What are you doing here, Will?”

“I’ve come to talk to Elizabeth,” Will replied. “She needs to know about Eva.”

Arthur’s face flickered with fear, but he composed himself. “What… what are you planning to tell her?”

“The truth. I doubt it will surprise her, but she will still be upset.”

Arthur looked at the ground. “Can you… put in a good word for me?”

Will stared at him. “Why would I do that? More to the point, why do you care what she thinks? Her feelings — and her health — have never been a priority for you, or even a consideration. Why, now, should it matter?”

Arthur’s face was like stone. “I don’t expect you to believe this, Will, but I do love my daughter. She is going to be very angry at whomever she believes killed Eva, or anyone who even had a hand in it. I can’t bear the thought of her looking at me like that.”

Will glared at him. “Where was this parental conscience for the past dozen years when she needed it, Arthur? You can’t say ‘sorry’ now because the community has turned on you, and you need her to have some semblance of control. Your behavior and choices put you here. I can’t talk her out of what she’s going to feel, and she has every right to whatever feelings she experiences. Don’t ask me to tell her that you meant well when you thought you’d be getting away with stabbing in the back the best friend she’s had — and the only parent and role model she’s had since her mother was mur—her mother died.”

Arthur looked at him, a pleading look on his face, but Will’s stony expression made it clear Arthur would get no words of assistance from him. The man turned without another word and entered his own home, his face clouded in concentration, a man still determined to turn this tragedy to his own advantage.

Will knocked lightly on the door. “Elizabeth? It’s Will.”

The door opened immediately. Her eyes were red, and her face was stained with tears, marred further by a look of pure anguish and desperation. She said nothing, but threw herself into his arms, sobbing without tears.

It’s true, then, isn’t it? Eva is gone.

Yes. Will replied, sensing the irony, and feeling the anguish at the lie he allowed her to believe. She is gone.

I don’t want to live any more, Will. They’ve taken my childhood. They’ve taken my real mother. They’ve taken my freedom. They’ve taken the woman who became my role model, a second mother. I don’t have any hope left to keep me going; they’re all beyond repair, no matter what they say. Help me die, Will. It’s too painful to live any more.

Will squeezed her tighter. When my wife and son died, I felt as you did. I had nothing to live for. Yet I found my purpose in coming here and trying to make this community the special place its residents believed it could be. It’s what you’ve always said has kept you here, that belief that something great will happen. That is your purpose. Eva would not want you to give up hope. Stay strong.

Her body shuddered. I can’t do this alone, Will. I need your help.

He smiled. And you’ll always have that. Forever.

XXII

Party

 

 

The community returned to a degree of normalcy following Will’s dismantling of Arthur’s lies regarding the murder of Eva. The first day was one of silence and shock, but the days after brought forth tears of grief over Eva’s death, and the circumstances that brought it about.

Arthur found himself shunned, at least to a degree. He wasn’t denied food or water, or prevented from working, or excluded from the community bathing time, in a manner reminiscent of the shunning of the Traders. However, no one sought out his guidance, or listened to his commands. All who walked near him were wary, concerned that they, too, might be the victim of an order to Maynard or others to execute them in cold blood. Maynard suffered a similar treatment, but as a skilled metal worker, he at least had an activity to occupy his time.

Arthur had nothing, and no one, for he had isolated himself onto a pedestal now cracked at its very foundation. The villagers realized that he’d never had any power over them. By silent consensus, the villagers all stopped paying into the lottery, realizing it was merely a mechanism for control of their most valuable resource, and Roland publicly severed his agreement with Arthur. The farmers tending the zirple crop were given the freedom to sell the zirple at whatever price and quantity they could fetch from the villagers — though they were forbidden from selling it to outsiders — and simply paid a percentage of their profits back to Roland. With that transition, Arthur lost his last source of income.

He didn’t want to tap into the savings he’d accumulated over the years, and Arthur eventually found work, handling the cleaning of the barns and paddocks for the farmers. It was grueling, smelly work, of a type he had long avoided through his various schemes and manipulations. He’d long ago ceased to work directly for his income, having received sufficient monies from Elizabeth’s work and the lottery to keep himself well-fed and well-coifed since the earliest days of the village. The obvious shame he felt made Will want to feel pity, except that the shame he felt was over the work he was doing, rather than the circumstances forcing it.

Elizabeth had been invited to join a group of weavers traveling to a nearby city to sell their creations. The group wanted to try selling directly to others, but recognized that having an experienced Trader along would be beneficial, and Elizabeth was the obvious choice. She had a tremendous eye for fashion and, when not in a despondent mood, she had proved to be an excellent Trader. Will got nightly telepathic updates from her on the situation in the remote city, and he kept her up-to-date on the events back home. It was clear from these discussions that Elizabeth was still emotionally devastated over Eva’s murder, for her purpose — trying to rehabilitate her father and the others — had so utterly failed that the woman she most admired and most tried to emulate in the world was dead. Elizabeth believed it was her failure to meet her goal that enabled Eva’s death, and no amount of counterarguments from Will would change her mind. With each such discussion, Will’s doubt over his lack of truth-telling around Eva’s current condition deepened, and he knew he’d need to tell her the truth before long.

Elizabeth wanted to know what Arthur was doing, and Will provided her with updates. Yes, Arthur was still slopping the pigs. No, he’d not expressed any remorse over Eva’s loss. Yes, he still seemed to want Elizabeth’s forgiveness, though he seemed incapable of voicing what he thought required forgiveness.

The man continued taking his zirple, chewing the powdered form with great concentration, seeming to want to will the root to work more quickly. He became proficient in its preparation, and like Elizabeth before him, he began earning a few coppers a week preparing the concoction for others, funds he used to purchase his meals. He also began to work with the bakers in preparing the daily bread the villagers consumed, and was eventually granted entry into their profession, thus becoming entitled to a share of their income. Will refused to buy anything from the man out of principle, though he heard from others that he showed some promise as a baker.

When the weavers returned with Elizabeth, it was clear that the young woman was still struggling to recover emotionally. Her traveling companions raved at her skill, and Elizabeth let Will know that she’d made about twenty gold coins in profit, after she’d purchased another new dress. Her hair had been recently brushed, likely as part of her work in Trading, but her eyes were still red and sunken. She’d clearly spent most nights in her bed crying, a fact confirmed by several of the weavers who had accompanied her.

When Elizabeth entered the gate wearing her new dress, surrounded by weavers chattering about the success of the mission, Arthur, standing in the manure he was shoveling in one of the paddocks, glared at her. When she looked his way, though, his face softened, perhaps as a means to earn some sympathy. But Elizabeth merely looked at him with her dead eyes and walked to her room, shutting the door behind her. Will watched Arthur, watched as his face got the look he wore when scheming, and became quite worried. Whatever thoughts he had, however, he buried quickly. Outside his moral issues with probing someone’s thoughts, Will was concerned with exposing his own abilities; many, including Arthur, had progressed enough in that area that they’d notice someone else picking through their minds.

After dark every night, Will climbed out onto his roof, in the manner he’d described during his verbal take down of Arthur, jumped down outside the walls, and walked a few hundred yards into the forest. He’d move in a different direction each night, building his Energy and building up the plant life in the forest. The trees, in their fashion, seemed to know him, and he’d often feel the flow of Energy start toward him before he was able to initiate the process. There were other benefits as well; the foragers began to report that there was an unusually large crop of larger-than-usual fruits, berries, and other plant produce in the forest.

After his private meditation with the trees and other wildlife, Will would expand his senses to ensure he was alone, and then teleport to the cave to visit with Eva. She’d progressed remarkably well, and just the day before, Will had felt comfortable recalling the healing nanos that had helped save her life following the sword attack by Maynard and Arthur.

“How is she?” Eva asked. It was the first thing she asked each day when he arrived.

“She’s still very sad, and her primary thought is that her life isn’t worth living anymore,” Will said, his head low, his voice dull and full of pain. “I’ve asked her to consider if you would want her to give up and quit, with the hope that it would motivate her to find a new purpose in life, or even ask me to help her leave this village for good. She just says that it’s no longer possible to ask you your opinion, because her father ordered you murdered.” He glanced up at Eva. “She believes that she’s destined to be just like him, and if that’s her destiny, to be one so full of evil and hate, that she doesn’t deserve to live, that someone — specifically, me — should kill her now and prevent the unleashing of another monster upon the world.”

Eva sighed. “She needs to get away from him, Will. I know she went on the trip with the weavers a few weeks ago, but it’s not the same thing. She doesn’t even have the spirit to run, and certainly not enough to try to figure out how to survive on her own. She doesn’t see her own worth, her own capabilities… and she doesn’t seem to want to consider that you might well be joining her when she leaves.”

Will nodded. “I know, and that’s my concern. I’m always trying to find a way to get her to leave, now that Arthur’s lost the ability to order her to stay, but I can’t force her to want to live and survive. She has to regain that desire on her own, and once she does she’ll thrive. I know she has much to mourn, and has had far too much to mourn in her life. There needs to be a spark to relight that fire we both know is inside her… and I’m not talking about her Energy.”

“You could tell her. About me.”

Will sighed. “I’d like to do that, because I know it would make all of the difference in the world. It’s just that…”

“You’re afraid of how she’ll react after all of this time.”

Will nodded. “I’m a coward, and I know it.”

Eva laughed. “You’re not a coward, Will, any more than Elizabeth is. You’ve spent three years in a strange new world doing what you thought best to help a young girl enslaved become a free and independent woman. I still don’t quite understand why that’s been your purpose, but you’ve done an admirable job. You’ve bettered the entire community in the process, as stubborn as the lot of us have been in accepting that help.”

Will sighed. “I’ll tell her tomorrow. I owe her the truth, regardless of her level of disappointment in me.”

Eva nodded. “And on that note, I’ll tell you my own news. I’m heading out tonight.”

Will stared at her. “You’re leaving at night? Isn’t that…”

“Dangerous? Of course.” She smiled. “But I’m already dead, so what’s the risk? At night, there’s no chance I’ll run into anyone from the community who might ask difficult questions about how a dead woman is walking around. My Energy skills are reasonably strong thanks to your tutelage these past few weeks, which should help me. And I do have my share of our profits from the last Richland trip.”

“Take mine,” Will said. “I doubt I’ll need it anymore, and you’ll certainly want as much in reserve as you can. I can always make more if I need it, but with the current state of the community I don’t think I’ll need to worry about fleeing any time soon.”

Will countered Eva’s protests, and in the end they agreed that she’d take half his gold; the remainder would be for use by Elizabeth should she ever decide to leave as well. Eva embraced him, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Will, for everything. Now, go and take care of our favorite redhead.”

Will smiled, and teleported back to his room. He lay down on the cot, and was soon fast asleep. He woke some time later, refreshed, and walked outside to discover that an early twilight had fallen over the village. He walked toward the gate and discovered an unusual bevy of activity for the hour.

The carpenters were handing out several dozen long poles to all who walked by, including Will, who accepted it with a look of confusion. “What’s this for?”

“Far too much gloom around here lately,” Joseph replied. “We’re going to have a celebration for all of the success we’ve achieved. The torches will keep everything visible until late into the evening. The cooks and bakers are making pies and cakes, the brewers are going to put kegs of ale and wine out, and in general, we’re all going to have fun.”

Will grinned. “That sounds delightful.”

Joseph nodded toward the front. “Arthur’s handling collecting a donation to pay everyone for their contributions.” At Will’s look of dismay, Joseph shook his head. “Don’t worry. We’ve calculated it at 5 silver pieces each. Everyone knows how much they should get. He can’t keep any extra without our knowing about it. Says he’s trying to get back into everyone’s good graces after… everything that’s happened lately. The party was his idea, in fact.”

This time, Will frowned only inwardly. Arthur was up to something. But what?

Will helped drive the long torches into the ground, and Silver the metal smith lit one torch that was used to light the others. The ring of torches provided a steady stream of light, and the mood was one of happiness. The cakes seemed to taste better than ever, the wine was delicious, and more than one villager remarked that they could make a fortune selling the ale they drank.

“You mean another fortune?” Will asked, arching an eyebrow. Roars of laughter erupted.

As the evening wore on, Arthur began making his way around to the bakers, chefs, and brewers, his face flushed from drinking his share of the ale. He distributed the monies out to the bakers and chefs, his obsequious praise for their effort obvious in its intent to pander, but appreciated nonetheless. When he reached the brewers, however, he found himself five silver coins short. He frowned, then slapped his head.

“I forgot to contribute my share. I’ll be right back.”

Arthur left and ran to his room. He emerged, just a few moments later, looking both confused and concerned. He scanned the crowd, as if trying to divine the answer to some unspeakable question, and his eyes fell upon Elizabeth. His daughter had brushed out her flaming red hair, put on a new dress, and generally looked as happy as he’d seen her for a while. She was still quite reserved, but did engage in some conversation with the weavers, likely discussing their recent Trading mission.

Arthur’s eyes lit up at the sight of her, and he turned on his heel and marched into Elizabeth’s room.

When he emerged a moment later, his face had turned purple with rage, and he stalked toward Elizabeth like a crazed lion hunting its prey. She noticed him coming, and her eyes widened in fear at his approach.

“Thief!” Arthur raged, as he continued to move toward her, drawing the attention of every villager. All conversation ceased as they watched the man.

“You worthless child!” Arthur screamed. “After all of the years I cared for you and fed you, after all the years I provided for you when you had nothing… you would steal from me?” He seized her by the hair and hurled her to the ground, where she looked up at him, fear on her face and tears in her eyes. Those she’d been talking to, nervous at what might happen, backed away rather than stand up to Arthur. Their disgust at his actions in murdering Eva failed to extend to standing up to him when he looked like he might harm someone else.

“I went to my hidden space for storing my coins, because I need to pay my five silvers to the brewers. I keep track of exactly how many coins I should have, Elizabeth. And they are all gone. I know there’s only one person in this entire community who knows where I keep them. And I know that means that only one person could have stolen them from me!”

The villagers had gathered around, the tension palpable. Will was becoming concerned, for Arthur’s rage at all that had happened to him was coming out in an uncontrollable fashion.

Arthur advanced on Elizabeth as the young woman tried to get back to her feet, pushing her back to the ground. “Where’s my money, Elizabeth?” he screamed again. “Where is it? I demand that you give it back!”

Elizabeth finally found her voice, and her courage, as she scrambled to her feet to face him. “No,” she said, and her voice was firm. “I’ll give nothing to you. Any money you had was earned through my labor, through my suffering. Any material benefits you gave me, however grudgingly, were given to me as part of your duty as my father. Those coins were, and are, rightfully mine.”

Arthur’s eyes widened. “You admit it,” he whispered. “You admit to stealing from me. You won’t even deny it.” He leaned toward her. “And you will be punished for this.”

For the second time, Will saw Arthur hit Elizabeth across the face.

“Stop!” Will shouted, trying to work his way through the crowd. For the second time, he found himself seized from behind and thrown through the air, away from someone he loved who needed his help.

Maynard advanced on him, eyes glinting in the twinkling torchlight. “Stay out of it, Will. The girl is a thief, and she’ll be punished as she deserves.” He drew his sword and advanced on Will. “Give me an excuse,” he whispered, a maniacal grin spreading on his face, “give me an excuse to run you through like I did with Eva.”

Will spun, bringing his leg up to knock the sword aside, while simultaneously forming a protective skeleton around his body with the nanos. Maynard recovered, and raised his sword high overhead, looking to deliver the fatal blow.

Will risked a quick glance at Elizabeth. The first blow from Arthur had bloodied her mouth and loosened a tooth, but she still stared him down, defiant, her blue eyes blazing. “Stop hitting me,” she said, her bloodied teeth clenched.

Will rolled backward, avoiding the sword, and sprang to his feet, in time to witness Arthur strike Elizabeth across the face again, bruising the other side. Her eyes remained defiant, mocking him, warning him. “I said, stop hitting me!” Her voice was a snarl.

Maynard’s strike had embedded the sword into the ground, and Will raced around him, trying to get to Elizabeth through the crowd, but Maynard caught him again and the two men tumbled to the ground, rolling around, each trying to get the upper position to better enable their punches and elbow blows to land.

Neither of them could miss the verbal altercation, however, as the rest of the villagers had gone silent in morbid fascination at the scene between Arthur and Elizabeth, none of them saying a word to defend the young woman from the man they’d finally unmasked as a manipulator seeking power. They saw the palpable rage in Arthur’s face, saw the vein pulsing in his forehead. “You stole from me, you worthless child, and now you talk back? That will never happen again!” He pulled his fist back, not intending to slap her this time, but rather intending to shatter bone and cartilage with his fist, to scar her permanently for her offense, to finally break her spirit entirely to his will. With a battle cry, he hurled his whole body into the punch that sailed toward her already-battered face.

The punch never landed.
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Execution

 

 

Everything happened in slow motion after Arthur’s fist began to move towards Elizabeth’s face.

Elizabeth’s face contorted in anger, and her blue eyes burned with an internal fire. Hers was an anger born over a decade of mistreatment, a decade in which Arthur had made it clear that he saw her as nothing more than a means to an end, the ends being his own personal wealth and power. He had been quite willing to discard her when it became clear she would no longer be able to help him reach those ends. And it had gotten worse; she’d learned to earn her own way, and any dependence she had on him, and thus any power he held over her, had vanished. His response was not pride in her accomplishments, but fury that she’d ruined yet another opportunity for him to use her. And now, the physical pain of his blows was the final ignition on the powder keg of anger. Her fury exploded, and Will and all the others watched as Elizabeth’s Energy exploded outward, knocking Arthur fifteen feet through the air, into the paddock housing the barnyard animals. Others standing close to them were knocked off their feet by the force of the blast.

The entire courtyard went deathly silent; even Will and Maynard, locked in combat, had stopped to stare at the sight. Elizabeth had not moved. Arthur had flown back from her as if hurled. Yet he’d flown much too far for anyone, even Maynard, to have thrown him — and Elizabeth had never touched the man. The conclusion reached by all of the villagers was immediate and unmistakable: Elizabeth had developed the abilities they’d all long desired, and to a far greater degree than any of them. Even the Traveler Roland, who had brought the zirple root home with him, was incapable of such an act, of such power. Clearly, Elizabeth had learned of something extra, something special, and she’d kept that knowledge to herself.

Will looked at Elizabeth, her flaming hair matching the still burning fire in her blue eyes, and then looked at Arthur, as the man slowly struggled to rise to his feet inside the paddock where he’d landed. The initial look on his face gave away everything, his emotions and thoughts so loud that Will believed he would have heard them before he ever knew what Energy was.

It had all been a farce.

Arthur had seen amazing things, but he believed those things were the realm of witchcraft, practiced by those well-trained in such arts. It wasn’t something a normal person like him could ever achieve, or any of the villagers, and certainly not a little girl. But the dream could still be there, a dream that could be sold as much as well-crafted chair or a finely-sharpened dagger. And it was a dream that only he would have the ability to sell. He’d sold it well, had earned a comfortable income and became the dominant political force in the village because of it. It had all been predicated on using the young woman he now stared at, a young woman who had defied him, and who had defied his understanding of reality by demonstrating the abilities he’d long preached but had never believed.

In Arthur’s mind, Elizabeth had betrayed them all, but most of all, she’d betrayed him.

She’d done exactly what her mother had told her to do in such a circumstance, and her mother in so doing had committed an act considered the highest treason by this village of newly wealthy, aspiring magicians. That Elizabeth could watch her own mother die at their hands and dare to deny them her knowledge was the worst sin, the greatest sin possible, and the flame of anger needed no spark from Arthur to ignite.

Something primal cracked in the psyche of the community. They’d believed in the zirple, had seen minor advancements, and yet none of them, not even Roland, could have done what Elizabeth had just done. They did not understand, and they were fearful. And they reacted as human beings have often acted throughout history when confronted with something strange and unexplainable.

They lashed out.

The crowd roared in its fear and its fury, and advanced as one angry mob on Elizabeth, seemingly oblivious to the possibility that she might do to them what she’d done to Arthur. She was still in her own shock over the events, stunned that she’d lost control, and she didn’t realize what the crowd was doing until it was too late. She was suddenly on the ground, being kicked and pummeled by those who hated her for her silence, and feared her for her skill. Every villager pressed in to lay a hand to her, including the weavers she’d recently befriended, and including the Traders, who’d welcomed her when no one else would.

Maynard recovered from his initial shock, and took advantage of Will’s stunned surprise to roll on top of Will. “Now she’ll join her mother and Eva, three troublemakers all getting their just rewards.” His verbal jab startled Will back to his senses, and awakened Will’s own fire. Maynard threw a punch which Will easily blocked, and Will flipped them around, watching as Arthur moved into the angry mob. Surely he’d speak up. Surely, he’d defend his child.

The mob froze momentarily, as if suddenly unsure of what they were doing, and Elizabeth looked up at her father through the defensive mask of her arms, one eye already swollen shut, her nose broken, cheek bones shattered. “Help… me… Father!” she gasped, as best she could with the oxygen pummeled from her lungs, and with her face bashed by boot and fist.

Arthur stood where he was. “Father? Why do you call me Father? I have no child.” His eyes turned completely cold. “I wish you’d never been born.”

With his words, Elizabeth’s will to live shattered, and she lowered her arms to the mercy of the crowd, no longer caring what happened, no longer bothering to defend herself from the death they wish to inflict upon her.

“Elizabeth!” Will screamed. Elizabeth, don’t you dare give up!

Maynard, noting his distraction, pummeled Will in the stomach, leaving Will gasping for air, and suddenly Will no longer bothered to maintain the charade. He allowed his Energy to fuel his muscles, and suddenly he was a demon, too fast to be seen, too strong to restrain, and within only a minute, Maynard cowered before him, too terrified to move or resist. Will seized the man’s beloved sword, the sword used to murder Eva and threaten Elizabeth, raised it high overhead, and slammed it down… through the man’s tight, thick leather clothing, effectively pinning him to the ground. He threw an elbow to Maynard’s head, rendering him unconscious. Then he turned, and was horrified at the sight of the mob.

He sent every nano he had to form a protective shield around her, to prevent any further damage being done, and dispatched his healing nanos from his own body into hers, calling forth Energy from every living thing in the forest to aid in her healing. Elizabeth! He screamed into her mind. You cannot give up. Eva wouldn’t want that.

Somewhere deep inside, she found the strength to respond. If I die, I’ll see her again.

And Will realized the time for truth had come. She’s not dead, Elizabeth. She fought, and she lived. She’s waiting for you, and has been waiting for you to decide to leave. Fight, Elizabeth! And I’ll fight as well.

He stood, screamed a battle cry louder than any mortal man had ever screamed before, and launched himself at his full Energy-enhanced speed into the crowd, acting as a battering ram, knocking the incensed villagers away from her like bowling pins. As his Energy recharged, he blasted out an empathy push of intense guilt and remorse, a deep shame for what they’d done.

He rolled out of his dive on the ground, sprang to his feet, and crouched over Elizabeth to protect her from further attacks. “What are you people doing?” he screamed, disbelief etched into every syllable, his head moving to look at each and every villager.

“She’s got powers!” one of them shouted. “She’s been hiding something from us, from all of us! She threw Arthur across the courtyard without touching him!”

“And this is your response to someone who’s figured something out? You beat her to death? You murder her in cold blood? Not a single one of you was attacked, were you? Did she threaten any of you? How will you ever learn what she’s learned if you’ve killed her — no, murdered her?”

The silence was deafening, and in the early evening darkness, illuminated by the burning torches, Will could hear crickets chirping outside the walls. Elizabeth! You must stay with me. I will get you out of here. He projected Energy to her, willing her to live, but he received no response. He reached down to cradle her in his arms, and her head lolled to the side. Had he been too long delayed by Maynard’s attack to help her? If she died because of his actions… Will knew he’d kill the man, all sense of self-control abdicated to his grief over the death of the young woman he’d been sent back in time to save. Not for the first time, he wished he’d acted differently, and simply taken her away as soon as he’d arrived. But he’d hated being forced into making his decision to travel here, even though it was the decision he would have made anyway, and he refused to use the same tactic with Elizabeth.

And now she was dying due to his dedication to that principle.

Will returned his focus to the crowd. “All of you have fallen into a trap. No, it’s not a trap set by Arthur, though it’s one he manipulated to his advantage for a very long time. The trap is a comfort, a satisfaction with things the way they are. Even a dozen years ago, those of you here the longest found yourself with a freedom and a prosperity you’d never before imagined possible for someone with your background. Before you’d reached that level of comfort, no effort was too great to meet the goals you’d set for yourselves. As you began reaching those goals, as that first small camp became a village with walls, with its own private economy, with the foresight to plan plenty of room to produce and store those products of your labor to sell elsewhere… you feared the loss of that comfort more than anything else. That vision of the first Travelers, the mere idea that you could develop abilities so incredible, was desirable… but you were comfortable. You wanted the benefit, to be sure… and who wouldn’t? But the fire to achieve something new had vanished, the desire to risk it all for a greater goal snuffed out, because you had health, you had freedom, and you had money.”

He felt a new surge of Energy from the trees, and redirected it to Elizabeth. Stay with me. His thought was forceful, a shout to wake her up. It’s not your time to go.

Aloud, he continued speaking to the crowd. “You had become so proficient at making money, however, that you were able to spend it without great concern. None of you were in danger of starving to death. And so Arthur, ever the manipulator, but one not able to make crafts and earn an income in that fashion, offered to trade his daughter’s time — and her health as well — to all of you in exchange for a portion of that money. It seemed like a great benefit to everyone, didn’t it? All of you stay comfortable, working your crafts and trading them for money; Arthur collects money for the potential — the potential — to do the impossible. Everyone is happy; it’s a tiny amount of money to you, and the payoff, if it ever comes, is worth such a small amount. Everyone is happy, that is, except the forgotten one, the child of slaves made a slave, the child who had no say in the role she’d play in this community.”

Will slid his right arm under Elizabeth’s legs, keeping his left around her back, and he stood, lifting her limp body off the ground, cradling her head towards his chest. “And this is the result of that approach. You showed fire and resolve in building the Wheel, but that was still comfortable, wasn’t it? You were just building something else, and that was easy.”

Will turned and started walking away from the crowd. Arthur, who had watched, expressionless, as his daughter had been beaten with his blessing, walked toward Will, his face full of fury. “Will!”

Will paused, and then turned to face him.

Arthur approached with caution, his steps reminiscent of a man advanced in years, but he wasn’t looking at Will as he moved. He looked at nothing but Elizabeth’s shattered face as he moved with a leaden pace towards them. Arthur’s expression changed, first as if he’d undergone some type of internal trauma in looking at her, though it seemed more the face of one reliving their own nightmare than truly seeing the nightmare of another. It was the second expression that intrigued Will; it was the look of a man who has realized something shocking and profound.

After a moment, Arthur finally looked up at Will. His eyes showed none of the fury of a moment ago. “Is she… gone?”

Will glared at him. “I will do what I can, Arthur. But I fear you are looking at the third woman this village has murdered in the past five years.”

He turned and, with some difficulty, pushed open the door of Elizabeth’s room, using extreme caution to lay her on her bed. He then walked back to the door, glaring at the crowd that gazed at him with eyes of fear and remorse, none daring to ask the question they all wanted answered.

Will looked at Arthur. “Do not disturb me, Arthur. I suggest you engage the carpenters to build that box you always said Elizabeth would use to exit this village. Barring a miracle, she’ll need it.”

And he shut the door and closed the curtain.

Will flooded Elizabeth’s body with Energy as he checked her pulse; it was there, but quite faint. He listened to her heart, uncertain why he did, but he learned nothing new. He took her hand and squeezed.

Talk to me, Elizabeth. This is not the end for you. You must fight to live!

He finally felt it, a small trickle of Energy back, and smiled. She was still with him. I’m still here with you, Elizabeth. And I won’t give up until you’re walking around and smiling again.

He heard a sound he’d never heard before, a sound he couldn’t recognize, coming from outside her room. He heard something even more remarkable. What… is… that… noise? Her voice, though it might be inside his head, was one of the most beautiful sounds he could ever remember hearing.

Let me check. He made as if to let go of her hand, and felt her grip tighten.

No… please… don’t… let go.

He nodded at this request, though she couldn’t see him. I’m going to try something.

The Energy in her body was doing its job; she was still physically decimated, but if Energy was coming from her, her body was producing more, something it wouldn’t do if she was still in danger of dying.

He sent his Energy out of the room, out into the courtyard area where the crowd had gathered, and increased the amount until he was able to see and hear outside. Can you see that?

Yes. Her inner voice was still weak. What… are they… doing?

Will had no answer to that for several moments. He watched as Arthur stared at the door, his face contorting more and more as the moments passed, until his face shuddered and a trace of moisture fell from his eyes. His grief forced him to his knees, and he bent over, the only sign of his grief the heaving of his body.

As they’d so often done since Will arrived — and likely before he’d arrived — the villagers took Arthur’s lead. The grief in their faces when Will had shut the door had been genuine; the wracking cries and sobs were now acceptable to display in public, and many joined in the tears.

He did love you, Elizabeth. Will felt almost guilty for saying so; despite the visual evidence, he had no reason to trust anything about the man.

Nor did his daughter. He’s… not grieving… my loss… Will. Her voice betrayed no sense of hurt. I… was never… a daughter… to him. I was… a possession… to be sold… over and over… again… for money… and power. He… said so… himself… remember?

Will did remember, since it was the time he thought he’d lost her. Not physically; the nanos and Energy combination could work miracles. When Arthur’s response to the mob attack on his daughter was to deny her, her spirit had been crushed, and without the will to live, no amount of technology or Energy could keep her alive.

I’m getting you out of here this time, Elizabeth. Don’t argue with me. Please.

She didn’t. How?

He considered. You can’t walk out of here; they’ll hound both of us the rest of their days if you seem to come back from the dead.

You can’t… teleport me… out of here either. Too many of them… would detect that. She paused. They need to think.. I’m dead… don’t they?

Will considered. What do you want to do, Elizabeth? If you want to walk out of here in full sight of everyone, completely healed, then we’ll do that. If you want me to teleport you out of here so that they know you’re alive but aren’t sure how you’ve left, then I’ll do that. If you want them to think you dead so that they never bother you again… then that’s what I’ll do.

It wasn’t lost on him that she’d not opened her eyes or moved since they’d entered this room, and yet he was having a complete conversation with Elizabeth.

I don’t want them… to come after me…. And I don’t want you… staying here… if that’s what… you want to do… having to… answer questions… about how a… nearly dead woman… got away from you… and escaped…. That means… I need to seem… dead to them. They need… to see me. I… I’m not sure if I can pretend to be dead.

Will considered this point. How could he help her to seem dead? He couldn’t stop her from breathing; she’d most assuredly die in such a scenario, and likely panic and move around. He needed to ensure that he was the only one to touch her; a touch of any type would provide the chance to feel her breathing or pulse or heartbeat or warmth. Yet at her current rate of healing, she’d clearly be fully alive and healed in only a few hours. He’d need her to leave this village, in full sight of everyone, but keep her out of sight as much time as possible.

An idea formed, one so crazy it seemed impossible that it could work. It was also incredibly risky.

I have an idea, Elizabeth. We’re going to have to put you in a coffin though.

He felt her panic at these words. No! Will, please… don’t do that… to me. I’ll be… too frightened… to pretend to be dead.

You won’t have to pretend, Elizabeth. I have a way to help you seem dead, so that you won’t have to act. There is a risk, though. Do you trust me?

Her answer was immediate. I trust you, Will. I trust you with my life. Do what needs to be done.

He nodded, though she’d still not opened her eyes. I’ll need my hand back for a while.

With a reluctance he could sense, she let her grip loosen.

Will took a deep breath, closed his own eyes, and extended his senses out once more, this time to his room, to the bag with his medical supplies. He teleported the small bag into the room; he’d tell anyone who asked that he’d been in the habit of carrying it in one of his pockets lately. That much was true; he’d mistakenly left it behind this evening after his much needed bit of rest.

He rummaged through his bag, digging through the various herbs he’d purchased for his role as village doctor, until he found the item he was looking for.

I have something here called opium, Elizabeth. It will make you very, very sleepy. I need to give you enough to make sure that you stay asleep until I can safely teleport you. You will be asleep when you are in the coffin. When you wake up, you will be free. Do you understand?

There was only the slightest hint of hesitation. It sounds scary… but I trust you.

He hoped he was worthy of such monumental trust.

He used his nanos to form a crude syringe, small enough to be hidden in her clothing, but large enough to hold the entire quantity of opium. He wasn’t sure if opium was typically injected or absorbed by other means, but doubted that having a “dead” woman chew or swallow medication was in line with their goals.

There was a knock at the door. “Will?” It was Arthur. “Is she… is she…”

“I have one last thing I can try, Arthur. But I need quiet. Move away from the door, please.”

He carefully injected the smallest possible amount of the opium into her system, and a few moments later her internal sigh of relief told him that it was working. I don’t hurt as much any more, Will. Is this what dying feels like?

I haven’t died recently, Elizabeth. He smiled faintly. The opium lessens the pain as it makes you sleepy.

He took his time, injecting minute amounts of opium into her body and assessing the effect, until her face seemed a serene picture of the perfect calm of one no longer suffering. Her breathing wasn’t noticeable unless he laid his head down on the table next to her; only then could he detect the faint rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. He used additional nanos to attach the needle to her arm inside the sleeve of her dress. He withdrew most of the healing nanos, leaving behind only one-tenth the full amount. Not certain if it would work, he directed them to work only on internal injuries; surface injuries and cosmetic repair would need to wait until the ruse of burying a dead Elizabeth was completed.

He steadied himself into an appropriate mix of anguish and anger, took a deep breath, and walked to the door. Every eye in the community snapped to him immediately, their grief-stricken, tear-lined faces hoping that he’d bring news of a miracle, rather than the news of dread they knew must be true.

Allowing a tear to form in his eye, Will choked out the words. “She’d gone. I tried everything I could. The injuries were simply too much.”

The silence was so complete that it seemed that even the nighttime wildlife had gone silent in mourning. Arthur was, for the first time since Will had arrived in the village, unable to find a thing to say. Will felt he must provide the guidance they needed.

“We must perform a proper burial for her. We will need a coffin; nothing fancy, a simple wooden box with a lid.” Will looked at the carpenters, and especially Joseph, as he spoke the words, though his eyes flicked to Arthur at the word “box,” a gesture the man noticed.

Will then faced the Traders, a group that had made the most notable effort to act as a type of family for the troubled young woman they were about to bury. Yet in the end, they’d aided in her final destruction, a fact that their faces reflected all too clearly. “She should be buried next to her mother. There should be shovels among the tools the farmers use. The torches will provide the light you need. Go now.” They did not question the request to dig the grave in the darkest part of the night, for none of them would be able to sleep. They turned as a group to seek out the shovels they’d need to dig.

“The rest of you should help those two groups,” Will said. “Help the carpenters find the wood they need to build her coffin. Help dig the grave. I will prepare the body for burial. Do not disturb me.” He turned and re-entered her room, shutting the door behind him. He directed his nanos to seal the door and window shut, in the event the curious might want to know what he was doing.

He walked over to her, rested a hand on her warm, bruised cheek, and bent over to kiss her on the top of her head. He thought he detected a twitch of her lip, the closest thing to a smile she could manage in her opium-induced sleep.

Then he lay down on the dirt floor, curled up into a fetal position, and cried silently as exhaustion took him and he fell into a deep sleep.
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Will woke, his back in pain from sleeping on the dirt floor. The pain was a reminder that the nightmare of the previous evening was no dream. He stood and walked over to Elizabeth, and saw with that her external injuries — bruises, swollen eyes, lacerations, and cuts — were still extensive and visible. He put his head down on the cot next to her, watching, ensuring the faint rise and fall of her chest still occurred and still showed that she lived.

Satisfied, he reached out to her. Are you awake?

I’m starting to hurt a lot again, Will.

He nodded, then smiled, realizing she couldn’t see him. The effects of the opium wear off after a time. I need to talk to the people outside and then I’ll come back in and give you more, so that you’re asleep when we put you into the coffin.

I mean I’m hurting about what he did to me, Will. About what he allowed everyone to do. About what he said last night, when he could have stopped all of this.

Will cringed, his anger at Arthur being reignited. It infuriates me, Elizabeth, to know what’s been happening to you. I wish you’d let me take you away from here when I first arrived, but I know you wanted to try to help him redeem himself. I fear there’s no redemption for him, though. The fact that he’s hurt you in so many ways… it makes me want to end his life.

No, Will. Her plea was plaintive, the emotional trauma dampening her usual forcefulness in their conversations. That’s what he’d do, what Maynard would do. Don’t be like them, Will. Don’t ever be like them. Don’t ever, ever, kill anyone, least of all on my account. I’m not worth it.

You’re more than worth it! Do not let them define who you are, Elizabeth, any more than you want me to define myself by what they are. The world sees you as the citizens of Richland see you, as the citizens of the town you visited with the weavers see you. Don’t define the world by the attitude and approaches of two evil men. You are your mother’s daughter, a woman full of love and compassion, even for those who would harm you and hurt you for their own good. If that’s not someone worth saving, and admiring… then I don’t know who is.

There was a pause. That attitude only succeeded in getting me killed.

You’re very much alive, Elizabeth. And soon, you’ll be more alive than you’ve ever been before, finally free of the clutches of those who seek to do you harm. Free to live as you see fit, to have the love you offer to everyone returned in kind, rather than abused. Yours is a life worth living, Elizabeth, and a life worth saving. It’s been my personal mission to make sure that you are able to do just that.

She was quiet for a long time. He took the opportunity to inject more opium into her system, enabling her to relax into a deep, death-like sleep. He injected as much as he had the previous night, and a bit more besides; it would not do to have her wake up prematurely.

He opened the door to find all of the villagers milling around outside. They were prepared with a coffin for her body, a simple pine box with a lid that would be nailed shut to seal her in for all eternity. The Traders had returned; he could see the shovels leaning against the wall by the gate, still covered with dirt from their exertions.

He glanced once more at the coffin, and realized he was going to put the woman he loved into that box, that airtight box. She’d have no air to breathe. Would he allow her to be killed under the guise of smuggling her seemingly-dead body out of the village? How could he keep her breathing? He choked up at that point, wondering if, after everything he’d tried to do to save her life, he’d managed to set himself a trap he couldn’t escape, a trap that would mean her death after all. How could he fail now?

Aldus walked over, along with Matilda, and the two of them put comforting hands on his shoulders, attempting to help him through his grief. “We need to finish this, Will,” Aldus said. “The Traders will carry the coffin. But we need… her… before we can do that.” He allowed himself to glance through the open door at Elizabeth, and he choked up a bit himself.

Will composed himself. “Not all of the Traders, Aldus.” He looked over where the remaining trio stood. “Not Eleanor.”

The woman blinked, her face full of shock and anger. “Why… why do you say that?”

“Elizabeth should be carried by those who were her friend, who never truly denied her. While none of the Traders hurt her and did nothing to stop those who did last night, they did do everything they could to ease her life of pain while she lived. All but one. You were advised to treat her better, Eleanor, and advised how you could do so. You were made aware, repeatedly, by the Traders of her suffering. Most here followed the example of Arthur because no one ever suggested to them to do otherwise. Not so with you. Your words, as I recall, were: ‘better her than me.’ She was a far better woman than you, and you denied her a better chance of living a decent life here. No, Eleanor, you verbally and directly rejected her. You’ll not carry her to her final resting place. Step aside.”

Eleanor opened her mouth to speak, anger on her face, but was silent at a withering glance from Will. She instead chose to look closely at her feet.

Will glanced into the crowd and noticed one of the weavers, a woman named Kay, standing there. He recalled that Kay had, in a fashion, befriended Elizabeth, and had in fact been the one chatting amicably with Elizabeth the night before, right when Arthur’s rampage triggered the events leading to this moment. Kay noticed Will’s glance, looked around, and then back at Will. “Me?” she asked.

Will nodded. “Though it started late, you did become a friend to her. I think she’d want you to be here. Please, join us.”

Kay, nervous, moved toward the coffin, avoiding the withering glare sent her way by Eleanor.

Joseph put a hand on Will’s shoulder. “We’ll need the body,” he said quietly.

Will took a deep breath and nodded. He walked into Elizabeth’s room and scooped her into his arms, wishing he could hold her forever, but knowing his duty. He carried her to the coffin and laid her inside with a gentle touch, laying her head back slowly, the bruises and lacerations still noticeable. His eyes, attuned to the movement, caught a very slight movement in her chest, and he had the syringe nanos inject a small amount of additional opium. He recalled the words of the woman who’d sold it to him, words of caution about injecting too much. He’d never asked how much that was. A chill covered him. Was he, even now, killing her, before he even dealt with his concern over her air supply?

He stood back, thinking quickly. Gerald handed him a long coil of rope, and Will noted that he and Aldus had slung the coils over their shoulders, and he followed suit, not troubling himself to wonder what purpose the rope might serve. His panic rose as Joseph and another carpenter began to slide the lid atop the coffin.

“Stop!”

Arthur moved forward through the crowd, and the carpenters stopped and looked at him. “Please, I… I need to put this with her,” Arthur said. He held a small pouch in his hand.

Will stepped forward, glaring at him. “What is it?”

“It’s… it’s jewelry that Genevieve loved. She stopped wearing it years ago, before she died. I think she would have wanted Elizabeth to have it.” He looked at the ground. “I waited too long to give it to her. She needs to have this, for Genevieve’s sake.”

Will held out his hand, palm up. Arthur hesitated, then handed the pouch to Will. Will opened the pouch, and inside was a simple necklace and a golden hair pin. To the crowd, it looked as if Will choked up at the sight of the necklace because he was touched at Arthur’s moment of sentimentality, no matter how suspiciously or posthumously it arrived. In reality, Will was choking up because he was holding the necklace Hope had worn on their wedding day. She’d never told him where she’d gotten it, only that it had been a family heirloom rescued by a friend.

The pin, for some reason, spawned an idea. Pins were used to puncture, and pins — or needles — could be used to do things like draw blood, puncturing the skin and enabling blood to flow out of the body through the needle and into a tube. He could create microscopic punctures in the surface of the coffin with small “needles” built of his nanos, opening up passages for oxygen to enter the coffin. Elizabeth would be able to breathe. He retained his visual focus on the necklace and pin as he directed many of his remaining nanos on this task.

Once the puncture holes were built, Will heaved a deep sigh of relief, a sigh likely seen as a final farewell to his friend. Will placed the necklace and pin back in the pouch, noting the red, velvety texture, and leaned over the coffin to place it on Elizabeth’s stomach. He took her hands and wrapped them around the pouch, a symbol that even in death Elizabeth held strong to the memory of her mother. He then stepped back and nodded at the carpenters. The men slid the heavy wooden top onto the box once more.

Arthur walked to stand next to him. “I can’t believe she’s truly gone.”

Will! I can’t breathe!

She was still awake? Weren’t his puncture needles working? There’s air in there, Elizabeth. You must be calm. He focused on the nano-needles, ordering them to expand the size of the puncture holes to allow more airflow, and at the same time, he focused on the syringe, emptying more of the contents into her bloodstream.

After a momentary delay, he finally replied to Arthur. “Nor can I.”

The carpenters worked, pounding the nails into place.

“She looked so much like her mother, except for the hair.”

“Did she now?”

Will!

He tried once more to focus, but Arthur spoke yet again. “Beautiful, golden hair, much like Eva’s. Elizabeth always loved Genevieve’s hair. She thought her hair looked like pure gold, and loved to touch it. She said it made her feel like a princess."

The last nail was completed, and the carpenters tested the lid to make certain it was secure.

Wi—

Her voice cut off, leaving Will in a panic. He had no way of knowing if the opium had finally had its effect, if the air had truly run out and she’d lost consciousness, or both. He focused his Energy inside the coffin, pushing calming Empathy Energy at Elizabeth, willing her to sleep and to breathe. The puncture holes provided a minimal amount of light, and he dared not light up the inside with more Energy to confirm, but it did look like she was breathing. He exhaled deeply, but still worried that, between the opium and the air situation, he’d somehow hurt her permanently. The worry was draining him, and he wondered if he’d have the strength to help carry the casket.

“I wish you could have met her.”

Will looked at him, his face fatigued and anguished, momentarily forgetting who it was he hadn’t met. “As do I, Arthur. It seems that I would have had a better chance of doing so if certain people had better control of their emotions and tempers.”

Arthur glared at him, eyes flashing anger, but then he relented. “I suppose I deserved that.”

In most cases, Will would have felt sorry for a man reacting as Arthur had, accepting responsibility for his actions even when directly called upon them. It was an act Will felt to be a sign of true character, the ability to recognize one’s mistakes and to learn from them. He’d rarely promoted anyone within his businesses until they’d made their first mistake so that he could see how they handled failure. Then again, fewer people seemed capable of handling success than failure.

Will took several deep breaths, trying to calm himself, trying to convince himself that Elizabeth was fine, that the opium was working as designed and keeping her in a deep sleep, and that soon this would all be over. It would have been an easier task if the last thoughts she’d projected weren’t those of a woman suffocating, however. He moved with the other pallbearers, taking his place in the front on the right hand side, with Matilda and Aldus behind him. Gerald, Kay, and Arthur lined up to the left of the coffin. Will sent a withering glance at Arthur, who seemed to realize that, as the one who had disowned the deceased and thus enabled her slaughter, he had little right to a position of honor in her funeral procession. Joseph the carpenter moved to take his place. The six pallbearers bent down, grasped the poles set under the coffin, and stood, lifting the box from the ground.

Will felt more drained than he’d felt in years, sick with worry that this funeral procession was not a mirage after all, but the real deal. His deepest desire was to drop the handle, tear the lid off the box, and teleport the two of them away, nurse her to health, and then escape to live out the next ten centuries together. What would they do for that vast amount of time? There would be plenty of opportunities for travel; they could explore the “New World” centuries before European settlers would consider the possibility. They could watch historical events unfold: see the invention of the printing press, watch Martin Luther nail his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the church, witness the battles of Joan of Arc. They could make themselves invisible and watch the great Italian masters like DaVinci and Michelangelo create their masterpieces, and watch the settling of Plymouth Rock by the Pilgrims. They could witness the crafting of the Declaration of Independence and the debates around its passage. There were many experiences they could share until he was finally born and ready to meet her — but she needed to survive his own carelessness first.

He reached his Energy inside the coffin once more, trying to sense and to feel her breathing. In the process of doing so, he didn’t notice a large rock in the path and stepped on it, twisting his ankle and stumbling in the process. He recovered quickly, and glanced behind him.

“Are you all right?” asked Kay.

Will nodded, and faced forward again. He wasn’t certain, but in the course of his stumbling, he thought he’d heard a small exhalation of air as Elizabeth’s body had shifted inside the coffin. It gave him enough hope that he was able to make the rest of the journey to the grave site without further misadventures with rocks in the path. He did keep his Energy flowing into the coffin, calming Energy meant to help her relax and breathe in her opium-induced sleep.

The grave had been dug deep into the ground, deeper than the six feet Will had expected. Perhaps everyone had taken a turn digging as some form of penance, though the depth of the hole would have no impact on the level of tragedy that had occurred. The pallbearers walked on either side of the open grave and gently lowered the coffin to the ground. The box sat atop the support poles, perched over the open hole, and Will wondered how they’d get the box into the ground. They wouldn’t just drop it, would they? But he then saw Gerald and Aldus threading the ropes under the coffin, and did the same with his, until they created a small bit of netting under the coffin with the three ropes. They lifted the coffin in the air, and Winter, the metal smith, moved forward to pull the support beams away, enabling them to lower the box into the grave, until at last it rested at the bottom. All six pallbearers dropped the ropes into the grave and stepped away.

Arthur stepped forward. Though he was no longer held in great esteem, he was still a senior member of the community, and as the father of the victim was expected to speak in her memory. Will began channeling Energy to the trees all around them, recharging himself for the effort to come, as Arthur began his speech. “We have suffered a great loss. Elizabeth was a young woman of beauty, possessing a generosity of spirit rare among any I’ve ever met. She has uniquely contributed to the success of this community, and we mourn that she will be unable to continue to share in that success. In her memory, we must continue to move forward along the path she cleared, to see the sights she made available for all of us. In many ways, she epitomizes what we are striving to be, ever seeking to push the boundaries of human development. We will not let her death be in vain.” There were murmurs of agreement and appreciation of his words. 

Will looked around at the small assembly, incredulous. “That was a beautiful speech, Arthur. Why, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think her death was of her own choosing. Let me offer my eulogy. Today, this young woman is laid to rest as a human sacrifice on the altar of greed and laziness and cowardice. She is mourned by those gathered here, not because they truly sorrow at her loss, but because they do not know where the next sacrificial victim will be found. They cry not because she is gone, but because they fear they’ll be the next chosen to join her, the next innocent bludgeoned to death by so-called neighbors. None of you have any right to be standing on this ground; you all bear the guilt of her demise, regardless of the number of blows you delivered.”

Most of the eyes in the gathering fell to the ground, their silence speaking volumes to the guilt they bore and the truth of his words. Arthur’s eyes blazed in anger. “How dare you!” he hissed. “How dare you belittle her in such a fashion! My daughter worked harder than anyone here to unlock the secrets we know wait just beyond our grasp, teasing us with their potential, and you tarnish her memory before the dirt is in her grave?”

Will marched straight to Arthur, until he could lean down and stare directly into the shorter man’s terrified eyes. “Get out of here now, Arthur.” Will turned around, his gaze taking in all of those assembled. “All of you. Leave this place. You gave this woman no peace during her life. You failed to give her a childhood full of fun and play and laughter. You never gave her the love all children so desperately need. You feign interest in her now, as if you expect that to atone for the crimes you’ve committed against her. Her life is over; it’s too late to seek forgiveness now. Leave, so that her final burial is performed by hands that didn’t drive her into that grave.”

Will turned back to Arthur and again stared down the shorter man, who finally withered under his gaze. Arthur turned and left the clearing, followed by the rest of the villagers, leaving Will alone with the coffin and the empty grave. Silence followed their departure, suggesting that he was alone, but Will knew that Arthur had not gone all the way back to the village with the others.

Will knelt by the open grave and inhaled deeply, a man grieving in silence at the loss of a loved one. He then rose, seized one of the shovels left behind, and began pushing the dirt into the grave. He was doing more than that, however. He sent his entire collection of healing nanos into her once again, and directed them to focus on extracting the opium from her system, not knowing if the nanos could process a command of that nature. He was also sending his Energy to every living thing in this part of the forest, and receiving greater Energy in return, and when he felt his Energy stores filled he teleported Elizabeth’s still form into the cave. The mindless work of shoveling was the perfect cover for him; it enabled him to focus his attention on the cave, projecting Energy there, willing it to be used in her healing.

When the grave was filled, Will found a small length of rope on the ground nearby, and used it to fashion a small cross from two tree branches. He pushed the marker into the ground, and knelt once more. He allowed the tears to flow, weeping over the life the villagers had wasted here, and hoped he hadn’t ended it prematurely.

Ready to face her again — hopefully alive — he rose to his feet, marching into the trees in the direction of the cave. Much to his disgust, Arthur stood in his path, leaning against a tree, appraising him, as if trying to decide on something.

As Will approached, Arthur reached his conclusion and addressed Will. “You loved her, didn’t you?” It wasn’t a question that Arthur directed at Will. It was an accusation, one designed to twist the emotional knife just a bit deeper, and perhaps locate a weak point for future exploitation.

Will glanced at the man. “I will love her until the end of my days.” And then Will punched the man square in the face, turned, and headed away from the village, deeper into the forest, ignoring the cries of pain and shock as he focused on his goal. He needed to get to Elizabeth and learn the truth. Had he accidentally killed the woman he’d been sent back in time to save?

 

 

 

Arthur waited until Will had left, until he was all alone there outside the clearing, before he made his way to the grave. He fell to his knees, taking deep breaths.

“I know you can’t hear me, Elizabeth. I know you’d never believe that I loved you if I told you. I don’t know how to show love, Elizabeth. I never received it when I was a child. My parents were court jesters, and they divined the perfect act for entertaining the nobles. I was constantly in chains, chains that gave others control over everything I did. They’d hold me down with the chains and beat me. They’d use the chains to prevent me from eating, yanking my hands away from my mouth just as I’d be ready to put food in my mouth. And everyone laughed at me, my parents loudest of all.

“The chains remained on when the act wasn’t going on, when I’d be in a cage, never allowed out for any reason. I finally figured how to open the locks on my chains, and I ran away. I was captured and made a slave, but it was better than what I’d ever known.”

He took a deep breath. “I treated you as I’d been taught, but I refused the chains. Never the chains. I wouldn’t let anyone ever be in chains. It was a vow I made to myself. And there was one other. I’d never be subservient to anyone again. They’d be subservient to me. I’ll rule the world one day, Elizabeth, and they’ll all fear me, and I’ll never be in chains again.”

Arthur picked up some dirt and let it sift through his fingers. “I didn’t know what I was doing as a father, and I know I did the job poorly. But for whatever it’s worth now, Elizabeth… I’m sorry.”

He rose and headed back to the village, steeling his emotions, searching for the next means he could use on the way to his ultimate ends of controlling the whole world.

XXV

Confessions

 

 

Will flexed the muscles in his hand. Satisfying as it had been, he knew he shouldn’t have punched Arthur. But the words had hurt him on multiple levels, and in ways Arthur would never know. The cruelest was the fact that Arthur’s words had revealed a truth to Will, one that he’d known deep down since he’d arrive in the past, but one which he’d avoided facing until now. 

He’d known that the purpose of this mission had been to ensure that Elizabeth survived into the distant future, so that she could meet his younger self. He’d known that meant that at some point, he would need to step aside, so that the younger Will could meet the woman he loved. Yet he knew he could never leave her in that manner.

If he’d never leave the woman he loved… he must never be with her during this time in the past. It was the cruelest part of this mission and the one he knew would test him far more than resisting the temptation to kill Arthur, Maynard, and the others. He didn’t know if was a burden he could bear.

Time travel really sucked at times.

He winced. What if Elizabeth had one or more relationships before she met him in the future? It was not an impossibility, was it? She was a beautiful, intelligent woman, and he’d no doubt that she’d have her share of suitors. Could he deny her that?

What if she had other children, born before Josh and Angel? Unfair though it might be, such knowledge would devastate him.

Could he ask her to wait for him for an eternity, when he a strong suspicion that she’d be perfectly content to settle down with him now — so long as it was far away from the village in the woods?

He sighed… and then realized he might have the answer to his questions close at hand. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the paper scroll computer, a device provided to him by his children and Adam in the future to give him guidance about his journey through the past. It had indicated that Eva was someone he could trust and confide in, and he had confided in her, at least to some degree.

Would it provide him guidance in this troublesome situation? He unrolled it, and as he tapped the surface the screen lit up.

You are her first and only love, as she is yours. The sanctity of your vows to each other will never be broken by either of you in any era. Be at peace.

He rolled the scroll up and put it back into his pocket. One mystery solved, at least for him. Elizabeth might have an entirely different perspective on things.

As he walked, he could feel the trees refueling his Energy, and he responded with gratitude, all the while walking with great haste away from the village. When his Energy levels reached the necessary levels and he was a sufficient distance from the village to be certain he wouldn’t be seen, he teleported into the cave. He lit his Energy lights, spreading the flame around until it illuminated the cavern.

She was lying prone on the ground. Her eyes were open, but she did not move. Her breathing was strong and deep enough to be noticeable; it was shallow but without strain.

He dispatched more Energy into her, continuing the healing process. The oxygen content here was high, and he found himself feeling better as he breathed in the purified, energetic air. He suspected that, after their monthly sessions building Energy, there was some strange affinity between the trees and Elizabeth; the slight trickle of Energy she was able to produce in her condition was enough to initiate the feedback effect, and the trees in the region had, in their growth due to that feedback, saturated the local area with the oxygen they produced. She was recovering in the natural equivalent of a hyperbaric chamber.

Her physical recovery no longer in doubt, Will set about determining her mental recovery. She’d endured so much in her life, and yet the last few weeks, and especially the last few days, had amplified the pain she’d endured. Her mother had been taken from her for recognizing what Elizabeth had refused to acknowledge about her father, and her own generosity of spirit had refused to believe that what she recognized that day could not be changed. Even when Eva, the truest friend and protector and parental figure she’d known since Genevieve’s death, had been murdered at Arthur’s command, she’d still believed she could redeem him.

And then, at her own greatest time of peril, when whatever goodness in him had its chance to rise to the surface and defend her — instead, he’d disowned her, casting her aside to be destroyed by an angry mob.

She’d identified herself by her parents, and especially her mother, believing that her blood was her destiny. What Will wanted her to recognize was that she was able to define her own character and her own destiny. For that to happen, he needed her to understand his background, and the past he’d worked hard to move beyond and define himself as he wanted to be.

He moved to her and dropped down on his knees by her side. “Elizabeth?”

He put a hand on her forehead. She was cool to the touch, but not cold, much as one might be after recovering from a fever or a cold. He noted her steady breathing, and the fact that the swelling and bruising had cleared from her face. But her face was contorted, as if dealing with an emotional agony. He could almost see her reliving the terrors. He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Elizabeth?”

She didn’t speak or project to him, but he did feel a gentle squeeze of his hand. It wasn’t much, but at least she was acknowledging his presence.

“I’m going to help you recover, Elizabeth, and then—”

Why, Will? Her projection was powerful and full of despair. Why do you want to help me? No one else does. No one else ever has, at least not at first. My mother feared him so much that she didn’t defend me; Eva only did what she did after first rejecting me. My own father…

He waited for her to finish her thought, but the mention of Arthur was sufficient to silence her once more.

He took a deep breath. He’d been deceived, denied critical information, and in general not been trusted to handle that information well. He’d told Angel that he believed knowledge, once understood, should be shared widely, and not kept in limited hands. He’d never had the chance to make decisions about his own life and his own destiny at any point after the fire. Instead, he’d been tricked about the actual nature — and duration — of his mission. Though he’d understood the motivation and reasoning, the reality was that he believed he deserved the right to make the decision about this journey knowing what he was actually going to do. He was angry about the lack of trust shown him.

He was now in their position, the one with the answers, with someone who lacked that complete information, someone whose life was at stake. He looked at her, and as he watched, her eyes, finally free of swelling, fluttered open, and he was able to look into the eyes of his wife.

She deserved the truth.

“Why?” He spoke aloud, because he could not be overheard, and because he wanted her to speak aloud as well, to force her to be awake and responsive. “Why do you deserve to live and thrive? People like you are rare, Elizabeth. It would have been easy to quit on that village and run away, and yet even when people saw that would be to your advantage and offered to help, you refused. Why? You wanted to make things right there, especially with Arthur. You didn’t wait for them to change; you figured out how you personally could be that force for change for the good, and you did what you needed to do. Do you understand how rare that is? Most people would have quit, would have waited for ‘somebody’ to make the change. I think that’s one reason why I was sent here to save you — we need more people like you, Elizabeth.”

Her eyes had been unfocused, but they now sharpened at his words. What do you mean about being sent here, Will?

“I did not arrive here by chance, Elizabeth. I was sent here, with the specific instructions to protect you and save your life. I could have forced you to leave, but I don’t believe in forcing others to behave how I want them to behave. When I learned you wanted to stay, I worked to enable you to do that, but always watched to make sure that, at a minimum, no one could ever physically hurt you.”

Her eyes filled with tears. That makes no sense, Will. Why would anyone want to save me? I’m nothing. I’m nobody.

Will shook his head. Her shattered confidence was another terrible consequence of the scheme Arthur had executed, one which, Will now knew, had been based on what Arthur believed was a lie. She needed the truth, the full truth, but he still feared saying the words.

He chose to provide something else instead. “He said you looked like your mother, but for the hair. He said she had hair the color of Eva’s.”

Elizabeth shuddered. Yes. She did.

“And he… gave you something to take with you, forever. Something he said you were meant to have, something she wanted you to have.”

At this, her eyes opened wide, not shining as bright as he’d seen in the past, but hardly looking like one who’d been recently beaten to death. The swelling, lacerations, and bruising were still fading. “What was it?” She’d finally spoken out loud. Progress.

“It was a necklace. And a hair pin.”

“My mother loved that necklace,” Elizabeth said, and it was clear that the nanos, oxygen, and Energy flow were working a miracle. “Before my father… employed me, back when there were just a few people in this community, they’d all travel to neighboring towns together to trade what they made. They’d leave one man behind to guard the neighborhood. It wasn’t like one man could stop an army, but then, what good would ten of them do against a large number of knights, right? On one of those trips, they sold everything they brought with them and split up the profits. They all walked around that town, marveling at everything they could buy, and most everything spent was practical. But they all had enough left over to buy something nice. My mother saw this necklace and loved it, but she’d already bought a few other things and couldn’t afford it. Somehow, and I still don’t know how to this day, he got enough money to buy it and give it to her. It’s the only time I’ve heard of him doing something so selfless.

“She treasured that gift, because she knew how much of a sacrifice it had been for him. When they decided to send three people to travel abroad, she went, because she remembered that kindness.” She closed her eyes again. “I wish I knew what happened to that man, a man who was capable of an act of… love… like that.” 

Will, who felt himself at nearly full strength, visualized the inside of the coffin, focused on the velvet pouch, and teleported it to the cave. He then focused on her room, ensured that nobody was inside, and began teleporting everything she owned to the cave, all of the bags under her cot and under a loose floorboard in her room. Elizabeth gasped as a dozen bags of coins appeared at her side, but her still-recovering eyes focused with the greatest intensity on the pouch. Will picked up the small pouch, and emptied out the contents. He held the necklace out to her.

She accepted it, and held it up to look at it, seeing in that necklace the story of the first woman to sacrifice a life in her behalf. She glanced at Will. “Will you help me put it on?”

He nodded, and helped her to a sitting position. Elizabeth held up her hair, matted together still from the blood and sweat that coated it after her beating. Will fumbled to open the necklace, but in the end managed to fasten it around her neck.

She looked up at him, and he gasped, for the machines and Energy had done their work at an exceptional rate, and the swelling and bruising were now fully gone. In that moment, the look on her face reminded him so much of her future self that he had to look away.

“What’s wrong?”

He tried misdirection. “You never told me how you learned about your… abilities.”

She paused, as if sensing he was avoiding something. To his relief, she didn’t push it. Yet.

“It was one of those days when I went to the Schola, the only day for many years that Mother didn’t go with me. I don’t even remember who I worked with… wait, no, it was one of the Travelers, but I can’t recall which one. I don’t think he’s here now, though. At any rate, he pulled out a handful of berries and handed them to me. They smelled like manure and tasted like… well, they tasted like they smelled. The man showed great sympathy as he watched my reaction, which was unusual. Most of them seemed to be waiting to see if I’d suddenly start floating or something. He didn’t. He put a hand on my shoulder to comfort me as I choked those berries down, and tried to soothe me as it seemed like my entire insides were being scraped with a knife and set on fire. When I thought it was over, it got worse. I… well, it wasn’t a pretty scene at the end. He didn’t scold me, or complain that I’d failed, or hit me, like so many eventually did. What was truly strange was that it looked like he expected my reaction, and was bracing himself for it. His face looked terribly pained, like it hurt him more than me. He carried me back to my room, put me on my bed, and brought me some water to drink. I found out later he’d cleaned up the mess in the Schola. Most of the time, people expected me to clean up everything, even if what they’d forced on me left me sick or unconscious. It was so much worse to suffer through something like that and then, after you recovered, to have to go back and clean and remember what I’d gone through. It was as if suffering once wasn’t enough.

“He left the next day on a journey, and as far as I know, he hasn’t been back since. But the next day I felt better than I’d ever felt, and I noticed some warmth. And I could hear what people were thinking, and knew what they were feeling, but I figured it was just my imagination.

“Over the course of the next few years, I eventually realized that if I took those berries every few months, and the zirple every day, I never got sick and that odd warmth got a little stronger each day. I didn’t know what the warmth was, though. I just knew that I could look sick if I wanted to look sick, but I felt terrific. Physically, anyway. Emotionally, I was truly starting to realize what was happening to me was wrong, was… evil, and that my father knew it and didn’t care. Mother knew that, of course, and that’s why she’d come with me, why she’d moved us out of the large home built specifically for our little family and into the one-person room next door. She wanted to keep me away from Father, because she could tell what was happening to me, especially when I’d wake up in the morning. She didn’t want Father to see that and realize what was happening. She hoped I’d get strong enough to fight him, and the others, before they’d realize what was happening. If not, she feared they’d destroy me. 

“A few months before you got here, Mother and I were sitting at the table in my room. I whispered and told her that I’d been feeling wonderful, even though I did everything I could to look terrible. I didn’t want these people figuring out that I’d discovered something, even if I didn’t know what it was. She smiled at me, and I know now it was because she was proud of me, proud of me for figuring it all out. About the berries and the zirple and… about Father.

“While we were there, that warmth got more intense than I’d experienced before, and I was uncomfortable. I just tried to throw it off, and a cup across the room suddenly slammed against the wall and shattered. It was right where the warmth would have gone if I had actually thrown it, which is exactly what I’d done. Mother nodded at me and smiled, and told me to never tell Father about anything I actually figured out how to do; she was cautioning me for the future. But Father had started to listen outside the room; he’d been walking by and had heard the cup shatter. So he was there, listening in, and heard her tell me not to share what I knew.” She looked at him, and he could see the effort it took to hold back the tears. “You know what happened next.”

He nodded.

“When we buried her, I managed to slip away. I wandered around, and somehow found a cave. This cave, in fact. I stayed here for three days, and didn’t do anything but try to figure out what the warmth was. I realized it went where I put my attention, and that I could control it wherever I sent it, even outside of me. I could heal myself, or make myself look horrible, or move things with my mind, even move things instantly from one place to another, though only a dozen feet or so. I figured out that I could wrap that warmth around everything I was ordered to eat or drink and basically guide it through me without my body actually trying to use it, so I wouldn’t actually get sick. I could look like I’d been made sick, of course.

“While I was here, in this cave, I realized it was my chance to leave. They didn’t know where I was. I could run away, and they’d never find me. But I didn’t. I thought that would make me a coward. I was fifteen years old, and I’d never really had a childhood. I was basically a slave. The people who made me a slave had escaped from being slaves themselves, and one of them was my own father. I had no reason to have hope that life could get better, but I also had no reason to think life would be any different anywhere else. I had no basis to think that people could be anything other than those in the village; that was my whole world, and my whole impression of what people are. Yes, I could leave the familiar evil, and I had no reason to think that my father would start treating me as his daughter, as someone he actually loved. But without reason to believe I’d be trading it for something better, there was no reason to move.

“But I wanted to hope for the best. I wanted to be there and help them, however I could, to be better people. I knew what they were doing was evil, and I worried that it meant that they were doomed forever. And I worried that if I didn’t help to… cure them, I would be evil, too, and I didn’t want that. I don’t want to be evil, Will! So I went back, full of hope, but each day proved to me that they were beyond help. Eva was the only one who truly came around; she treated me like I was her daughter, like I thought a parent should treat their child. Some of the others treated me with some decency, but I knew how they really felt. They were just doing what they thought they had to do to remain Traders, because they liked that work. Being decent to me was just a means to an end, not what they truly believed and felt. Eleanor, at least, was honest. The rest? They were doing it to feel good about themselves, but they would be happy to let me suffer if needed. They proved it last night, when the mob attacked.

“Then you showed up.” She looked at him with a strange longing, and he knew his earlier impression was accurate. “You were new, and you were different. I knew right away you had those abilities all of the Travelers talked about, and the abilities I knew I was developing, because I heard the noise around you, and it was louder when I guessed you were doing… things.”

Interesting. “Noise? What noise?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. I heard someone playing an instrument at the inn we stayed at, back when I traveled with the weavers. It had strings. That’s the sound I heard, but the noise around you sounded… purer.”

Stringed instruments that were smooth? Perhaps a violin? “Your Energy sounds like a flute. It’s a beautiful sound, produced by a beautiful soul.”

She smiled, but it lacked warmth, for she didn’t believe him. “So if we listen well, we can always find each other?”

He nodded, and then took a deep breath. “I don’t think you can go back to the village.”

Elizabeth laughed. “I’m dead and buried, and I’m happy to be away from them.”

“So you should go to Eva.”

She looked disappointed. “You don’t think we should go to Eva?”

He sighed. “My place is still here. I know that I’m meant to help this community become what it’s supposed to be. My first and most important mission, though, was to see you safe and out of harm’s way.”

She bristled. “I can take care of myself.”

“I know that, but it’s far better if you don’t need to do so. Your methods of taking care of yourself would cause a lot of questions to be raised.”

She considered that. “Will… please, come with me. I… I know how you feel about me.” At his shocked look, she laughed. “I’ve told you for quite some time that I can sense emotions and thoughts, even yours. You can’t hide anything from me. I knew about Eva the instant you got back, knew why you didn’t tell me, knew it was protect me. And I know how you feel about me; your emotions aren’t subtle.” She took a deep breath. “I feel that way about you, too.”

And there it was. He couldn’t deny what he felt for her, for she knew the truth as well as he did. He knew how she felt for him as well, for the same reason, though she had stated so out loud. Thus, he couldn’t lie, even if he wanted to lie, and that was something he simply couldn’t do. Not to her.

It couldn’t be done, though. He couldn’t do it, couldn’t be with her every day, knowing he shouldn’t and couldn’t, because it could mean that Josh and Angel might never come to exist. Given the situation they’d thrown him into, all without telling him the truth, however…

No, they were his children, and he’d fight for them, even if they’d done him this wrong.

He refocused on her face. “I was sent to save you, Elizabeth…”

“You never told me why, though, Will,” she replied. “Why? You said that they thought I was worth saving, but why? How did they know enough about me to decide I was worth saving? Why would they care enough to send someone like you to save someone like me, someone they’d never met? It makes no sense.”

He’d asked the same question in the future… and his son had suggested that the move had been a mistake. An accident. It was a lie, of course; they’d known who and what he was the entire time. He’d not liked what they’d done.

He made his decision. “They knew who you were, Elizabeth, and knew you to be worth saving, because to them, it was literally a matter of life and death as to whether or not you survived your treatment in that village.”

He took a deep breath. “They knew all of that, Elizabeth, because the people who sent me to save you…they’re your children.”

XXVI

Reunion

 

 

Elizabeth’s face was one of baffled incomprehension. As the implications of Will’s statement permeated her mind, a truth she could affirm with her own empathy and telepathy skills, she sagged back to the ground and curled up. Will was hit with a broadside of overwhelmed emotions as her breathing hastened, sounding much like one hyperventilating.

Will was surprised that his own reaction to his statement was one of relief. He no longer needed to hide who he was from Elizabeth; she’d know he’d come from the future if he’d been sent by her children. He gave her the space she needed to reach a degree of acceptance. The notion of time travel had been difficult for him to accept, and he’d grown up reading books based on the topic. In this era, where traveling machines of any type, save those pulled by a horse, were unimaginable, it had to be a much more difficult concept to grasp. He would allow her all the time she needed.

Gradually, he heard her breathing stabilize, and she was simply silent. A few moments later, she sat up. He looked at her in anticipation, wondering if this was the emotion that Adam, Fil, and Angel had experienced as they’d made their own time travel revelation to him. It was far more difficult on this side; he knew the truth of it, and all was dependent on her acceptance of the truth.

She finally turned to look at him, took a deep breath, and asked her question.

“Who is their father, Will?” Her eyes suggested she knew the answer.

Will lowered his head. “It’s not important.”

He could feel her eyes flashing. “Not important? It’s very important! I can’t risk their existence by choosing incorrectly.”

Will smiled faintly. “You aren’t questioning if I’m telling the truth? You do realize what it means, if your children sent me to save you, right?” He finally raised his head and faced her again, refusing to back down from her withering gaze.

She smiled back. “You may have forgotten… someone’s taught me to develop my Energy skills. You couldn’t successfully lie to me even if you wanted to, Will. Somehow, through some form of magic I can’t imagine, you lived in my future and came back to me. My children are the ones who made it happen. I can’t quit now, not if I’m to give birth to children able to figure out how to accomplish something like that.” Her gaze narrowed. “If they’re capable of something like that, though, I rather suspect that their father must be rather special as well.”

Will said nothing.

“How far into the future did you live, Will? How far back to you have to travel to come to me?”

He grimaced. “Your children won’t be born for a very long time.”

“After you were born? Or before?”

Intelligent women could certainly be a curse. “After.”

She sighed. “I suspect I’ll have plenty of time to figure out the answers.” Her face suddenly filled with mischief. “Perhaps when I leave this place I can find a good man to settle down with, who’ll help me create these future children…”

His eyes flashed with anger at the idea, and he realized she had her confirmation.

He groaned.

“I suspect my children were adults when they sent you back to me?”

Will nodded.

“What were their names?”

He hadn’t been expecting that question, and he stepped back, almost as if he’d been hit. “What?”

“What were the names of my children?”

Now she was teasing him. It gave him an odd sense of comfort, for it meant that she was healed enough emotionally to derive humor in such a fashion. “Your son’s name was Joshua Phillip. I did not know our daughter until she was fully grown. Her name was Angel, and she looked exactly like you. Including the red hair.”

She looked at him, and he could feel the sadness from her. “Why didn’t you know her until she was fully grown? Why only Joshua?”

“They rescued me from three men who wanted to kill me and pulled me into the future, and then sent me here. She hadn’t yet been born when that rescue happened; I didn’t know she existed when the grown-up Angel rescued me from my own tormentors.”

“You don’t know her middle name?”

“I didn’t ask. I found out who they were right before they sent me here. Mere seconds before, actually. They hid who they were from me. I didn’t want to do the same thing to you.”

“Oh,” she said, as if this made perfect sense. He watched her as she worked through the details, reminding him of their first meeting in the future, when she saw him reviewing plans for a walled, gated community, and told him exactly what was wrong with it. It was that same look of calculation, an expression of deep concentration, that told him that she was examining every detail, developing a thorough understanding.

“Can we go back to your time, in the future? To have our children?”

Ouch. “The means… they were destroyed. We cannot go back the way I came.”

She considered this, and nodded. “I’m going to live for a very long time.”

He nodded.

“How long?”

He looked into her eyes, trying to assess her readiness for the news, and then realized he was judging her again. “At least a thousand years.”

Elizabeth’s eyes widened, her face telling the story. She knew it would be long enough for any children they’d have to grow to adulthood, so it had to be several decades. And yet if he knew they were to be together, but was sending her away while he remained behind, he clearly must know nothing happened for a while. She was already nearly twenty years old; their children must both be nearly that old or older before they’d be capable of developing the ability to send Will back in time. Will was in no danger that he couldn’t handle right now, no matter how many men came after him. She’d rationalized that it would be several decades before he’d start his trip back to her. She never questioned how she could live so long; perhaps, even now, she sensed that she’d live a long time, though probably not a thousand years or more.

She also hadn’t asked how long she’d lived after giving birth to their children. The reality was that he himself didn’t truly know the answer to that, didn’t know if, in the future he’d visited, she’d still been alive.

She accepted her future destiny, much as he had. “I will wait for you, Will, until it is our time. There is no hurry, is there, if one has that much time to live?”

“I suppose not. I will visit with you, of course. And Eva as well. You should go to her as soon as you can.”

“She knows that I’m coming?”

He nodded. “She suspected that at some point, circumstances would lead you to leave those walls forever and at that point, the two of you could reunite. She loves you like a daughter, Elizabeth. You’ll finally know what it means to live in a home where you’re truly loved.”

Her glance was full of meaning, one that suggested another alternative to forming a home, but she said nothing.

“We do need to get you moving. They will know that I need some time alone to grieve, but eventually many will wonder why I am away for so long.”

Elizabeth nodded. She moved with a grace one would never suspect of one who had nearly died only a day earlier, and had come close to dying again earlier this day. They left the cave, walking through the forest. Will’s senses were on full alert, constantly scanning their surroundings for any sign of human activity. It would do neither of them any good for a member of the community to see him walking through the forest with a woman they thought they’d buried that morning.

That thought gave him pause, and he stopped. “We need to work on your appearance.”

She gave him an amused look, masked by a scowl. “You look lovely as well.”

He laughed. “I didn’t express that very well, did I? Your hair, in particular, makes you very notable. I don’t know if red hair is very common in these parts, but it’s something that identifies you very clearly to this village. It wouldn’t take long for people to mention seeing a lovely young woman with red hair. Eventually, the Traders would probably hear about it, and word would get back to Arthur. The hair… it needs to be a different color.”

She sighed. “That’s a wonderful idea, Will. But how do I change that? I was born with this hair color. I cannot change it, Will. It’s impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible, Elizabeth. I arrived here taller than the man you see before you, yet that changed. You can change the color of your hair; it’s a matter of choosing it.”

“Like my mother’s. Like Eva’s.” There was no hesitation; she wanted to look like the two women she most admired, the two women who’d been willing to sacrifice their lives to protect hers.

“Move that warmth, that Energy, so that it covers all of your hair, and imagine it changing to that color, and it will. That’s the thing about Energy; what you can do with it is truly limited only by what you can imagine and the amount of Energy you can build up.”

She acted without hesitation, her trust in his guidance total. He watched as the flaming red hair slowly lightened, the red becoming yellow and finally white, and the transformation was complete. He choked up very suddenly; she now looked just like he remembered her from his younger days, before time travel threw his whole world out of focus.

“Did it work?” she asked.

“It most certainly did,” he replied. They began moving again, and passed a small stream. She stopped to look at her reflection, making as if to pause only briefly, but she stopped. She stood there for several moments, and then knelt down in the grass, continuing to look at the reflected image.

“I miss you, Mom,” she whispered. She glanced up at Will, her face damp. “I look just like her. I know you didn’t know her, Will, but with the hair now a match, I look just like her. I can look at my reflection now and remember her. And I can remember that she’s the parent I want to emulate.”

She took one more glance into the water, took a deep breath, and stood. “I’m ready. For the first time in my life, I know things are going to be better tomorrow than they were today. You’ll help me to be sure that’s the case.” Her face was still damp, but there was a new fire in her eyes, a belief that her life was going to get better. Seeing her mother’s face in her own reflection seemed to steel and ground her. “I need you to know something, something nobody else knows now. They all know about the zirple root, but none of them know about the berry. It’s called morange, Will. Morange berries. They’ll make you horribly sick for a while, but it’s less painful each time you take it. Don’t use it every day. You need to take thirty each time; it will seem terribly painful, but you must struggle through it.”

He nodded at her. “Thank you for telling me. I know it’s something you’ve not been eager to share.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t want any of them understanding it or finding out. You never needed it for yourself; no sense giving them another person they might find it from. Now, though? You may need that information when I leave.” She glanced at him. “I’m glad that you know.”

“Me, too.”

They walked along the stream, one Will hadn’t seen before in his visits to the woods, until they came to the edge of the forest. He closed his eyes. “I can sense Eva’s Energy. To me, it sounds like a—”

“Harp.” Elizabeth grinned at his look of surprise. “I’ve heard it before, too. It’s never been quite so loud as yours, and I can’t sense it now, but I’ve heard it.”

Will spread his Energy to Elizabeth, and then reached out with it to Eva, setting up a telepathic three-way conversation. Eva, can you hear us?

Her response was nearly immediate. Will? Is that you? Is Elizabeth with you?

I’m here, Eva.

There was an audible sound of relief from Eva, and Will felt as if the breeze which kicked up at that moment was somehow tied to Eva’s doubtless audible exhalation. I was so worried. I had a terrible dream yesterday, Elizabeth. I dreamt that they had all hurt you, that you had died, and I feared I’d never see you again.

Will put his hand out to steady Elizabeth, who had reeled at the memory the words evoked. That wasn’t a dream, Eva. Arthur threatened her in front of everyone, and Elizabeth let loose with a burst of Energy that knocked him backwards. The entire community became fearful and attacked her. We are very fortunate she’s still here. All of them think she is dead, and that I am grieving privately at this time. I must return, but before that I must be certain that Elizabeth reaches you. I can teleport her to you.

There was a noticeable pause, and Will wondered if they’d lost her. You don’t want to do that, Will. If someone new is suddenly inside these walls, it will raise suspicions. She needs to travel here in a traditional manner, arrive at the gates, and enter in that fashion, fully visible. She will stand out because of her hair, but she will still fit in better than if she is suddenly… here.

Elizabeth chuckled. The hair won’t be an issue any more. It looks like yours now. It looks like Mother’s now.

Will became aware of someone approaching. His senses suggested it was someone he’d met before, but he couldn’t place the emotions, couldn’t tell if it was friend or foe. We have a problem, Eva. I can tell you’re a great distance away, farther than we can comfortably walk. I need to return to the community to begin the rebuilding process, and Elizabeth needs to get to you. While I know she’s capable of taking care of herself, I’d be more comfortable knowing she was with someone else. Are you able to come to her?

Elizabeth turned to Will, her face full of concern. They could hear the clatter of hooves growing louder, and closer, and the unknown identity of the rider made them fearful. Instinctively, they moved back into the fringe of the forest for cover.

I can’t, Will. I am only now establishing myself here, and if I was to leave for several days and return I would be viewed with suspicion, especially if I suddenly returned with my daughter. Elizabeth smiled at this statement. This is a very secretive place. It is not exactly like our village, but similar, and they are wary of outsiders.

Will tried to think of a workaround. Could he teleport her close, and then walk her to the gate? I can hear you, Will. No, they have guards watching the horizon. If you get close enough to walk her to the gate in the time you have, they’ll see you appear. Showing up at the gate on foot as a weary traveler will make them curious unless you look worn down. And if you arrive with her, see her inside, and then leave… they will probably evict her. She needs to arrive with someone who can stay.

The horse and rider rounded the bend. The rider was taller than most men of this time, and his brown hair was long. His eyes held the expression of a man lost, not in terms of his location, but of his purpose. Will finally recognized him as the man rode past the tree they’d hid behind.

He stepped out of the forest. “Richard!”

The horse came to a stop, and the rider turned around. His eyes widened in surprise. “You!” His facial expression was a contorted mix of fear, awe, and confusion. “You truly do exist?” Richard climbed down from his horse, sizing up Will. His eyes flickered briefly to Elizabeth.

Will smiled. “I’m right here.”

“I thought you were a ghost… or maybe a demon.”

Will walked over to him. “None of the above. Just a man.”

Richard snorted. “I dare say the word just rarely applies to you. Except, perhaps, in terms of punishing those who deserve it.” His eyes fell to the ground.

“Have you chosen a noble purpose to your life?”

The man shook his head. “I’ve been wandering these past three years, trying to find something, some purpose to my life. I’ve done honest work for honest pay, never enough to be wealthy, but enough to eat and shelter myself. And eventually buy a new sword.” Will recalled that the man’s sword had shattered upon striking his nano-based exoskeleton, and no doubt the former crime lord felt emasculated without his weapon.

Will, who wore no weapon, held out his hand. “May I?”

Richard hesitated, but then pulled the sword from the sheath across his back and handed it, hilt first, to Will. Will examined it, noting the etchings and designs carved into the blade’s handle, before handing it back. “An excellent and beautiful weapon.”

Richard seemed relieved when Will handed the sword back, perhaps believing Will meant to execute him with his own weapon. “I want to do something noble with my life, as you said, but I’m afraid I’m not skilled in work of that type, or knowing how to find work of that type. I don’t know how to make the proper choices. I only know that I want to be proud. And… a few spare coins beyond those required for basic expenses would be a nice change.” He smiled. “But I think I’d rather know that I was doing something… good.”

Will suddenly realized that Richard could meet his own goals while helping them with theirs, and sent a telepathic message to Elizabeth. Do you trust him?

I do. He means what he says. I know what you’re thinking, and I agree.

Will returned his focus to Richard. “I believe I can help you there. This young woman requires a guard to see her safely through to her journey’s end. She knows the path, but requires a strong sword wielded by a man of bravery to ensure none of ill will do her harm.”

Richard bowed toward Elizabeth. “It would be an honor, my lady, to see you safely to your destination.”

Will pulled five gold coins out of his pocket. “Your fee for the journey. The lady has sufficient funds for lodging and provisions for the journey. I will know if she has reached her destination in safety.” Will allowed himself to frown, indicating that failure would not be tolerated.

“I will perish myself before I allow the slightest discomfort to befall her, my lord.” Will almost choked, but realized it was a respectful term, rather than a title, and allowed it to pass without comment.

Richard nodded. “And where are the lady’s possessions?”

Elizabeth glanced at Will, who nodded. “One moment, Richard. They’re in the forest still. I’ll get them for you.”

Will walked into the forest, just out of reach, and teleported one of the bags of coins to the spot, along with the pouch now containing just the hair pin. He carried the two items out of the forest to Elizabeth and Richard. “My lady, here is your coin purse. I pray that you always find it overflowing.” He knew Elizabeth would catch his meaning; if she was running low on money, he’d ensure more appeared in that bag if she alerted him to the problem. “And here is the hairpin my lady wishes to take on her journey.”

Elizabeth accepted both, and put the pin in her hair. She handed the pouch back to Will. “Thank you, sir. For everything.”

Richard held his hand out to Elizabeth, and she took it without hesitation. “My lady will ride and I shall walk.” His eyes appraised her, and his face made it clear he was quite pleased with what he saw.

Will heard Elizabeth giggle. After years of mistreatment, after being made a slave, after being told she was worthless, she was being treated by this man as if she were royalty. Will smiled at her, pleased that her prospects had brightened so thoroughly a mere day after being beaten nearly to death by her own community.

Will leaned toward Richard. “To be clear… the lady is to arrive unharmed. And untouched.”

Richard’s face blanched pale white, a coloring in conflict with his deep desire to turn beet red. “Of… of course, sir.”

Elizabeth glanced at Will, scowling, but there was no anger in her eyes, merely amusement. Getting practice now at protecting my honor, I see. You’ll have plenty of time to practice.

He just managed to avoid smiling back at her.

Richard helped Elizabeth into the saddle. “And what is my lady’s name, if I may ask?”

Will wondered about that question. Would she stay with her given name, the one that all in her community knew? Or would she take this opportunity to make a clean break from her past? He watched her face, and his Empathy and Telepathy could trace along with her thoughts as she rapidly made her own decision. Elizabeth was dead to the world, and she must take on a new name. But it must not be a name chosen at random. It must have meaning, a meaning corresponding to the new life she was beginning, and the fact that everything was possible. Everything, including eventual marriage and children with a man she’d grown to love. In her mind, there was only one name she could take.

“My good man, my name just happens to match what this journey — and those facilitating it — mean to me.” She glanced at Will as she spoke, and then turned her attention back to Richard.

“My name is Hope.”
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Will watched them ride over the horizon, as if his gaze could prevent any evil from befalling them, and then turned back into the forest.

In many ways, the new skills he’d developed, especially those involved in reading people, were a curse. He wasn’t required to spend time getting to know them to understand who was friend or foe, who was strong of character and who was weak, who was brave and who was cowardly. Most people, regardless of their Energy stores or skills, projected it so clearly that his enhanced senses dissected the person’s character to its very soul. And he recognized that this fact had been such a hindrance to Elizabeth’s self-esteem. She could never truly believe, no matter his actions or deeds, that Arthur cared for her, for she would be bombarded with his true intent in every interaction. It made him admire her even more, for she’d continued to fight to redeem the man despite every possible indication that it was a futile effort; she could see into his very soul, and yet still held out hope that he could change.

She’d wanted to die, rather than face the reality that his true character, revealed to her ever more fully through his actions and words, and her own increased ability to accurately read people, was accurate. She’d been despondent and wanted to die, for she believed she couldn’t run away from her own blood, literally or figuratively, and she didn’t want to become like Arthur.

Yet in that moment, as the blows rained down on her, when Arthur had disowned her, she’d suddenly been freed of that burden. If he could deny her, then she could deny his identity and character and become her own independent person, freed of the restrictions real and imagined he had forced on her. In a sense, she had been reborn, not as Elizabeth the slave, the daughter of an evil man who sought to exploit her at every turn. She was beautiful, brave, and courageous, brimming with confidence.

She was Hope.

In a sense, her departure freed Will as well. He no longer needed to worry about her safety in the village, and he could seek to enact his own vision for the village’s future without needing to worry about who might hurt her — namely, Arthur and Maynard. As he had always done, though, he would resist the temptation to use his Energy abilities to enforce his views. He would persuade, not coerce; he’d gather others to his viewpoint and philosophies through dialogue and his own example. It was an approach to life that he knew Arthur would heartily reject… which made Will embrace it more fully.

There was a reason he chose not to carry a weapon. He knew that he couldn’t be hurt; between the Energy, his enhanced senses, and the nanos, it would be essentially impossible for anyone to surprise him in an attack. If he knew an attack was coming, as Richard had learned, he was also impossible to stop. He didn’t need a weapon for defensive purposes.

Yet the fact that he refused to a weapon made him seem less a threat to others as well, and rather than being wary of a possible attack by Will or a battle with him, people felt at ease. They believed themselves in a position of superior strength due to the swords and daggers and knives they openly carried with them, and that sense of confidence prompted them to speak with honesty and confidence in Will’s presence. They’d learn of their mistake in underestimating him at their own peril if they sought to pursue some type of intimidation, as Maynard had learned the night before. Will might be unarmed, but he was anything but defenseless. He’d become a man in the village who was respected on multiple levels, and thus direct threats to him were unlikely.

Arthur’s reaction to the events of the past two days, and to Will upon Will’s return to the village, would be telling. Arthur’s belief — no, his apparent belief — that Roland’s travels had uncovered the methods to develop the abilities they had so long sought through Elizabeth’s sacrifice had exposed him to risk, for he’d stopped the research and tied his income and power to the zirple. Elizabeth’s explosion of Energy had put the lie to the belief in zirple as the single component they’d been seeking; there was something else, something they’d not yet found, and now they’d need either to practice patience with the zirple, or begin anew to figure out what Elizabeth had found. 

They’d probably search her room for the mystery ingredient, but they’d find nothing. Will had transported all of it to the cave, after Elizabeth had transported all of it from the Schola. They’d find nothing, for it was all gone. The only risk was that the missing Traveler would return with a new supply, or that another set of Travelers might be dispatched to seek out the mystery substance. They might even send Roland back where he’d been, in hopes that he could determine if there was something else he was missing.

Without question, everything would change. Will could only hope it was for the better, and that he’d be able to persuade the others to his vision of change.

He finally reached the gate, which was open, and he walked in. The community was going about its usual daily activities, but there was a noticeable pall in the atmosphere. The community had known death once more, losing its youngest member, and the one who’d progressed farthest along the path they all sought. Whether it was guilt or a sense of loss of the potential all of them might have achieved, Will noticed a lot of eyes looking at the ground, and much less conversation than usual.

Arthur was feeding the pigs when Will walked by the paddocks. The self-styled leader of the community looked up, his face red from the exertion and sunlight, a look of cool calculation on his face. Whatever grief the rest of the community might feel, Arthur was clearly spending his time trying to figure out how to exploit the situation and return to his former position of power. Will wondered if the man had requested donations in Elizabeth’s memory, payable to him, of course.

Arthur seemed to want to talk, but Will ignored him and marched off to the right, moving down the rows of rooms to the far corner. He opened his door, walked in, and shut the door behind him. He shut the curtain as well and stretched out on the cot. He’d not had much sleep, and the day’s events had exhausted him. He allowed sleep to claim him.

He spent much of the next few days alone in his room, or sitting in the cave, using his clairvoyance to follow the journey Hope and Richard took, and felt a great sense of relief when Elizabeth reached a large, walled city. They entered, and Elizabeth’s joy at reuniting with Eva was an incredible joy to behold, even at a distance. Eva thanked Richard with such enthusiasm that the man was embarrassed.

Satisfied that Elizabeth was safe once again, he returned to his room. It was early afternoon, but he elected to sleep for a bit, rather than eat. A short time later, he woke, staying in a calm state between sleep and being fully awake, aware of a commotion of sorts in the courtyard. Yawning, he stretched out his limbs, rose from his bed, and headed out of his room back towards the gate.

He heard the whispers as others moved in the same direction.

“Is it true? Has the last Traveler returned?”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”

“I thought he was dead!”

The crowd had already gathered around the man. Will couldn’t get much of a glimpse of him, but realized that this man must be Eva’s missing brother, and likely the man who had encouraged Elizabeth to consume the morange berries that had unlocked her Energy abilities.

“…lived there for many years, and saw that this community had, over time, discovered on its own the secrets we have sought. They did not seek it; they discovered it by sheer chance, for the food we have sought grows in abundance there.”

The man paused in his story, and Will felt the mental connection the Traveler made to his mind, probing it with a ferocity that shocked him. This man wasn’t Roland, a mere neophyte. His skills were a near match to Will’s, and the mental probe triggered Will’s memories of the past three years, looking for memories of Eva, and of Genevieve, and of Elizabeth. The probe finally ended after what seemed hours, though it was likely that it had taken mere seconds. Will, staggered by the intensity of the mental probe, took several steadying breaths, and moved toward the center of the group.

The man’s back was turned to him, but there was something very familiar about the brown hair, and the build, and the voice.

“I stayed there, and I learned. I suffered greatly the effects of this particular item early on, which many of the more senior members of the community could recall experiencing as well. Their children had never known a time without this substance, and were born with abilities we can only dream of.”

He turned around, and as his gaze traveled the crowd, his eyes met Will’s and locked on. Will just managed to maintain his composure as recognition hit him.

The mysterious Traveler long thought dead, the brother of Eva, the slave part of the original group of ten that had founded this community, the man who had aided Elizabeth… was Adam.

Will inclined his head. “Hello.”

Adam returned the gesture. “Greetings, friend.” He returned his gaze to the general crowd of villagers. “It seems, then, that the effects of these abilities are cumulative; the children of a parent are far more powerful than children born without such a parent; the children of two such skilled parents even more so. It is difficult to explain just how powerful these people, and their children, are.”

He paused, carefully considering his next words. “Yet they were generous souls. They recognized that I was a fellow seeker of knowledge, and were eager to share what they’d learned. They welcomed me, and I became part of that community. Like my sister, I was best able to help by Trading, but they were quite content with the wealth of materials they could produce from their own lands and with their own hands, their skills in production enhanced by the near-magical abilities they’d developed.

“They worked with me, and encouraged me. They found joy in seeing my look of surprise as my abilities began to develop. They taught me how to develop my skills further, and demonstrated how I might apply them. I learned. My friends, the stories are real, the myths are true, and I, one of your own, can prove it.”

Adam gestured to the crowd to stand back, to give him space, and to provide everyone with a view of what he was doing. Then he held his hands together, and slowly spread them apart, his fingers curled around an invisible ball of what Will knew to be Energy. It was visible, a tongue of blue fire blazing between his hands, and the crowd gasped. Will glanced at Arthur, and saw that man was stunned, unable to believe what he was seeing. Arthur likely realized that he’d not be able to take advantage of Adam as he’d done with Roland. His dreams of power were likely dying as the flames grew between Adam’s hands.

Adam ceased the demonstration, and the blue flames disappeared. “My friends, these are skills I am able to teach all of you to develop. I do not seek compensation, for I recognize that the sooner all of us put this to use, the sooner we’ll be able to transform our village into the vision of what we’d all like it to be.” He paused. “Though I ask no compensation, I do wish to provide this gift first of all to those of my choosing, and will then move on to others. I would ask that I may speak privately to my sister, Eva. I would like to speak to Genevieve, she of the gentle heart. And I would also like to speak to Genevieve’s daughter, Elizabeth, who must now be a young woman, rather than the happy little girl I so fondly remember.” He glanced around. “Where are they?”

Faces fell to the ground. Adam looked around, confused. “Why are you reacting in this manner? Where are the three women? Are they out Trading?”

Will walked forward. “Come with me. I’ll show you where they’ve been sent by the residents of this village.”

Adam nodded, and moved toward the gate with Will, as Arthur and the others stared after the two of them in horror.

Will walked the path that Eva had traveled that fateful day with Arthur and Maynard. “Your sister was a delightful woman, Adam. I considered her a true friend—”

“Wait,” Adam said, stopping. “What do you mean that my sister was a delightful woman? Has she changed?”

In answer, Will kept walking, and Adam followed, until they came upon the small cross marking the fake grave Will had created for Eva. “Much has changed since you’ve left. The village has devolved into a place of jockeying for political power, and your sister found herself on the wrong side of that struggle. She was banished, and I was locked in my room as her opponents walked her away from the village. I escaped, and raced after them, arriving in time to find out that they’d never intended to simply banish her.” He gestured at the cross.

Adam’s face contorted, first in disbelief, then in rage. “They murdered her? They murdered my sister?” His voice rose barely above a whisper. “Who has done this, friend? I sense no evil in you, no evidence that you lie.” He frowned. “I also sense that you are, perhaps, well along the path I described to the villagers.”

I am, Will projected. And I beg you to resist sharing your knowledge with your former neighbors. All three of the women you seek have met unhappy ends.

Adam’s face showed that he heard, and Will projected images and memories of Eva’s stabbing and Elizabeth’s beating. Adam’s grief was overwhelming, and the man fell to his knees, sobbing.

“I was gone too long,” he whispered. “I’ve failed them. I should have come back sooner.”

Will looked at him. “I arrived too late to know what happened to Genevieve. But I believe she met an end similar to her daughter’s, for she told Elizabeth to never share anything she might learn with the villagers.”

Adam’s grief poured out once more, and then he looked up. “What she might learn?”

Will nodded, and outlined the bizarre structure of the village after Adam had left. Adam was stunned. “How could they allow themselves to be so deceived? It’s wrong. Why did they do nothing?” His eyes narrowed at Will. “Why didn’t you do something? You would be capable of changing everything immediately.”

Will sighed. “It’s a question I ask myself constantly. The answer, quite simply, is that Elizabeth asked me not to interfere. She wanted the villagers — especially Arthur — to find their own goodness and change of their own free will. She’d never been free to do as she wanted, and I relented, and did what I could to set a positive example.” He shook his head. “It didn’t work.”

Adam’s eyes flamed. “That’s all you can say? It didn’t work? My sister and Elizabeth were murdered because of this system, and you elected to have your actions directed by a girl who’d had no taste of freedom?”

“So you’re saying I should have treated one used as a slave by others as my own slave by forcing her to do something against her will?” Will’s eyes flashed. “She had the right to live as she chose. I refused to force her to pick a path of my choosing.”

“Her choices have left her dead, and Eva and Genevieve with her,” Adam seethed. “Could you not see the danger?”

“Of course,” Will said. “That’s why I went after Eva. That’s why I broke up the mob attacking Elizabeth despite having a sword-wielding maniac trying to kill me.”

And that’s why Eva and Elizabeth are still alive, and you’re the only one in the village who knows it.

Adam’s eyes grew wide at this, and his mouth, opened to deliver a stinging reply, snapped shut. Prove it.

Will projected a web of Energy to envelop Adam, and then reached out. Eva! Elizabeth! Adam sends his greetings!

There was no reply, and Adam’s gaze leveled on Will, growing angrier and angrier. Will was worried. Had something happened to Elizabeth and Eva, despite the extraordinary measures used to save their lives.

And then they heard it. Adam? Is it really you? I had feared you dead!

Adam’s face shifted from anger to joy in a near-instant. Eva! You’re alive! I heard what happened and I feared the worst. Is… is Elizabeth there with you as well?

Yes, she’s here and she’s fine. I can’t wait for you to see her again, Adam. She was just a little girl when you left, and she’s a beautiful young woman now. She’s alive due to the man you’re with right now; treat him well.

Adam’s look at Will was one of appreciation. I will do that. I miss you both. I should have come back sooner, to help protect you…

You did what you needed to do, Adam. Make things right there.

I will.

Eva broke the connection, and Adam studied Will again. “She’s not easily impressed, Will, and you’ve clearly had an impact on her.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t agree with how you’ve chosen not to use your abilities, but I appreciate you doing whatever is was you did to save both of them. You have my eternal gratitude for that.”

He held out his hand, and Will shook it.

“Why did you leave?” Will asked.

“I’m a Traveler, Will. It’s my job—”

“No, not here. There.” Will waved his hand, as if referring to the faraway village Adam had called home for so long. “It sounded like a wonderful place.”

“It was,” Adam said, his voice heavy. “But word spread of our skills, and with it came word that we were witches, consorting with the devil, and other such tales designed to frighten people. It worked. While I was away Trading, another local town rounded up an armed force with swords and pitchforks and torches, invaded the community… and slaughtered every single person there.” He choked back another cry. “I returned home just as the last of my friends and neighbors perished; he lived just long enough for me to learn what had happened. After his burial, I left and came back here.”

He took a deep breath. “Will, I’m tired from my journey, but I’m sickened by what happened here. I don’t know if I can live here with these people, knowing what they’ve done. I don’t have that capability to forgive.”

Adam turned and walked back toward the village, leaving Will with a very bad feeling in the pit of his stomach.

XXVIII

Rebirth

 

 

Will followed after Adam, as the incensed man made his way back inside the walls of the village. Adam didn’t ask to see the graves belonging to Genevieve and Elizabeth; he knew what had happened to them, and it mattered little where they’d been laid to rest. It only mattered that their lives had been destroyed by those in the village. They were all still standing where Will and Adam had left them, their faces expectant upon Adam’s return. Will almost laughed. Did they truly believe Adam — or anyone else — would share the knowledge of how to gain incredible power with people who’d shown the capability to do violence against others?

Adam marched past the waiting villagers, past the Stores and Shops, and down the corridor rooms until he reached Will’s room, which he entered. Will, following behind Adam, saw him exit and return back outside. Seeing Will, Adam gestured with his head toward Will’s room. “Who is using my room these days?”

Will gingerly raised his hand. “It’s the room I was assigned. They believed that—”

“That I was dead,” Adam said, frowning. “It matters not.” He spun on his heel and entered Eva’s room, shutting the door behind him. Will stood staring at the door for several moments, uncertain what to do. The look on Adam’s face suggested that he was incredibly angry, and perhaps capable of violence. He’d done nothing so far, however, to earn Will’s mistrust.

He walked back to the courtyard, where the villagers still milled about. Arthur walked over to Will. “What… what did you tell him? He seemed very angry when he came back.”

Will snorted. “I told him the truth about why the women he was looking for aren’t available.”

Arthur stared at him. “How could you do that? Why would you want to make a man like him angry? He knows, Will! He truly knows how to do what we’ve all wanted to do for so long, and he was prepared to tell us. But now… for your own selfish purposes, you’ve told him exactly the wrong things, and made him angry. He’s no longer likely to share anything, Will. How could you do this to all of us?”

The man’s ability to spin any event to his advantage was uncanny, and even now, Will still marveled at the fact that many of the villagers were nodding at Arthur’s words, angry at Will for likely denying them the chance to make blue flames with their hands.

He rolled his eyes. “Arthur, stop it, now. He can read minds, Arthur. There is no denying a man like him the truth; he knew the truth before I ever chose to say a thing. I dare say he has, or will, be checking each of you for the truth of your involvement in the deaths of those women. He will know. And how could you deny the man the right to his anger at the truth of what happened? There is no defense against the truth; you may try to persuade him to alter his opinion of the facts, but you will not be able to deny him access to those facts.”

Arthur’s glare intensified. “I cannot believe you’d do this to us, Will.” He glanced at the crowd. “They seem quite angry at you, don’t they?”

Will merely laughed. “You’re actually going to try to incite violence against me now, when the truth of those actions will deny you everything you’ve sought? Your need for vengeance against imagined wrongs is why you’re in this position.” He glanced around at the waning daylight. “I’m going to bed. I’d recommend that all of you do the same, and think about apologizing for murdering that man’s sister.”

Before Arthur could respond, Will turned around and left, walking back to his room, stopping only when the door was shut behind him. He used the hatch he’d built into the roof, climbing out of the room and onto the roof, where he lay down, looking up at the emerging stars. Elizabeth was out there, somewhere, having ridden to Eva with Richard as her protector. He hoped the journey was uneventful. And Eva was in a mysterious town, which she’d not yet identified, a location in which entry was difficult and suspicion of newcomers was equally high. Should he go there to check on the women? Did they need him to check on them?

He sighed. Right now, he needed to be alert to what Adam might try. Would the man be so rash as to try to go after Arthur? Would he simply steal away into the night? The latter, of course, was Adam’s choice, but Will had no interest in letting the man commit the type of atrocities — against, effectively, an unarmed opponent — as those committed against the three women who’d died during his long absence. If Adam forced his hand, would he reveal his own abilities in the effort to stop him? Will struggled with that dilemma for hours, even after he climbed back into his room and lay on his cot, eventually drifting into an uncomfortable sleep.

He awoke to a gentle but urgent tapping on his door. “Will, are you awake? It’s Adam.”

Stifling a yawn, Will rose from his cot and opened the door. “Isn’t it rather late, Adam?”

Adam shrugged. “I thought so too, but Arthur asked me to get you. It seems something is wrong with the water Wheel, and he needs you to try to fix it.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with the Wheel?”

“Listen.”

Will listened, trying to figure out what was wrong, and then realized what he wasn’t hearing. Water. The water wasn’t flowing from the Wheel, wasn’t flowing through the aqueducts and out through the waterfall and drainage system. Something was wrong, indeed. “I’ll go look.”

Adam nodded.

Will walked out to the courtyard, and found that the gate was already opened. He grabbed one of the torches they’d used at the party a few nights earlier — the party at which Elizabeth had been beaten to death — and pulled it from the ground. He walked out the gate and, once out of sight of the village, sent a sheet of Energy flames at the torch, lighting it and providing a source of illumination to the path which moved toward the Ealdor River and the Wheel. He marveled at the urgency of restoring running water to villagers who had never known such marvels until a few years ago; now, they felt they couldn’t survive without it.

He walked, aware of how quiet the forest was at night. He’d expected more noise as nighttime predators and scavengers emerged, but perhaps this forest was unique in its lack of nocturnal nightlife. Well, except for him.

He approached the Wheel and frowned. The Wheel was still turning, still scooping up buckets full of water and dumping them out. Yet the water was splashing down on the shore-side dock, rather than reaching the aqueduct system. He wondered what type of debris blocked the structure.

Will reached the dock and hiked up the ramp, and looked inside the aqueduct.

His heart sank.

Arthur was bound and gagged, crammed into the opening of the aqueduct system, his body acting as a shield preventing the water from flowing. The man’s eyes widened at the sight of Will. Will seized Arthur and pulled him out of the aqueduct, and tore away his bindings and gag. “What happened?”

Arthur’s shock was too great to speak, however. As much as Will savored the man’s silence and terror, he needed answers. “What happened? Who did this to you?”

Even as he asked the question, however, he knew the answer. The more critical question, though, was why. Why had Adam abducted Arthur and left him in this spot? And why had Adam sent Will here to fix the problem with the Wheel, since Arthur himself had clearly not requested Will’s presence?

The sound of screaming rose in the distance, and Will noticed the bright glow from the direction of the village.

He scrambled down the ramp and off the dock, seized the torch, and ran toward the village. Running toward yet another home that was on fire. This time, however, it wasn’t just his home; it was the entire village. And this time, Adam wasn’t rescuing him from the fire; he had set it.

The images came to him as his pace increased. Adam had used his Energy to lock everyone in the village down. He’d seized Arthur, bound him, and carried the man to the Wheel where he’d left him in the aqueduct. After getting Will out of the village, Adam had used his Energy to smash the kegs of wine and ale over the exteriors of the rooms, and then sent his flaming Energy into the alcohol, setting the entire village ablaze. Only when it was too late for any of them to escape did he release their bonds, to enable them to be fully aware as death claimed them all through the fire.

Will saw Adam standing outside the village, a look of grim satisfaction on his face illuminated by the flames which destroyed everything in sight. Will absent-mindedly felt the paper scroll computer in his pocket, as it was the only truly irreplaceable item he owned. He had money aplenty buried in the hidden cave he and Elizabeth had used for training — and more recently, healing — and was unconcerned about losing his wealth.

Now, though, he recognized that Adam had decided to use his abilities to act as executioner of the villagers who had, to the best of their knowledge, murdered three innocent women. Adam’s earlier words — “I don’t know if I can live here with these people” — took on new meaning. He hadn’t been planning to move away to avoid the villagers; he’d been planning to exterminate them all.

“I did what you wouldn’t do, Will,” Adam said, as Will walked up next to the man. “I made sure those cowards and evildoers never again had the chance to harm innocents.”

“But why, Adam? Why do they not get the chance to redeem themselves?”

“They’ve had chances, Will. Your memories tell of that fact, and you’ve been here for only a short time. Their memories told of daily choices made concerned only with themselves, and rationalizing the ill treatment of first Genevieve and then Eva, but always of the child known as Elizabeth. Grown women might have the chance to defend themselves, but a child? It is that crime for which I’ll never forgive them.”

Will shook his head, still too in shock to recognize that he’d never again talk to any of them. “The child you speak of — she specifically told me that she associates those who would commit murder with Arthur, the one who wounded her the most deeply of all. Make no mistake, Adam. What you’ve done here is murder, not vengeance. You may have found yourself unable to forgive them what they’d done — but will Eva ever forgive you? Will Elizabeth? Would Genevieve?”

Adam’s face showed the slightest tinge of doubt. “What’s done is done.”

The walls finally collapsed, lit by the burning rooms, and the two men watched as the entire village smoldered into nothing but ashes.

Will glanced at Adam. “What about the animals? Are they guilty as well?”

Adam shook his head. “They were freed before I woke you. Only those with the free will to choose their actions paid the ultimate price.”

Will heard a sound behind him, and turned to find a bedraggled Arthur shuffling in to view. The man’s face was the epitome of confusion, as if his brain could simply not understand what he was seeing.

“Only two were saved from the fire,” Adam said, without turning to recognize Arthur. “One, because he and he alone worked to change the village for the better, refused to participate in the evil it had become, and tried to save those persecuted within the walls. The second? He will serve as a constant reminder of what the face of incorrect choices looks like. He will live the rest of his days having to remember what he’s done, and live with the fact that his choices led to the deaths of over fifty men and women who likely would still be alive now if not for him. He will have to live with the knowledge that he murdered his wife and daughter.”

Arthur had no response.

Will looked at Adam. “You’ve destroyed our home, Adam. We have nowhere to live, no means of making an income to buy the supplies we need to survive. What do we do?”

Adam suddenly whirled upon Arthur, threw the man to the ground, and forced something into the man’s mouth. To prevent gagging, Arthur was forced to swallow the food Adam had injected into him.

As Arthur recovered, Adam turned to Will, and offered him a handful of pungent berries, and Will recognized what they must be. The morange berries, the trigger for the abilities that Elizabeth had developed and, most likely the basis of the Purge Will himself had taken in the future. Arthur would now, after a great deal of pain and suffering, build the abilities he’d so long desired.

“Eat them, Will. They develop the abilities I demonstrated earlier. We will let the two of you recuperate from the effects of the berries, and then train you in how to use them.”

Adam turned back to face what remained of the village, as the flames died down and they were cast into darkness. “This effort at building a village of high commerce was a failure. The three of us will use our abilities to rebuild, and recruit others, and build another home upon the ashes and memories of what we left behind. We will have rules about how we treat each other, so that we avoid the disaster here, a disaster that ended today. And we’ll have a name to define us.”

He motioned to the ground, where shards of wood were scattered, and Will recognized the shattered remnants of the sign on the Schola that he himself had hurled against the well. Adam laid the pieces out on the ground and, by the light of Will’s torch, he assembled the pieces to form a single long word.

AL IO I NC RE MENT UM SCH OLA

Adam looked at the letters. “Our name should be formed from the shattered remnants of the building where so much potential good might have been done.” He began shuffling the pieces of wood, removing some chunks and moving others around.

He finally looked at Will. “What do you think of this?”

Will looked at the ground, but he already knew what it said.

AL IO MENT I

Will pushed the letters together. ALIOMENTI. “I like it. I think it will define our group for a very long time.”

Adam nodded. “Arthur, what do you think?”

The morange berries began to have their effect at that moment, however, and Arthur’s opinion on the name was lost to the sounds of his screams.

But Will knew what his answer would be.
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